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Introduction 


In this study of the American novel, I have arranged my 
chapters chronologically from Charles Brockden Brown to 
Faulkner. But the book is an essay in definition and appre- 
ciation and although it often takes a historical view, it is 
not a detailed literary history. My main and, as it seems, 
inevitaWe Jthem,^ is the relation between the romance, or 
rcJmahce-novel, and the novel proper. I have limited the 
discussion to a relarively small number of novels, in order 
to consider them at some length. The choice of novels has 
been guided partly by my theme, but it has necessarily 
been somewhat arbitrary. I have not mentioned, or have 
mentioned only m passing, a good many which I might 
have included but for various reasons did not. Certain 
books, such as The Scarlet Letter, Moby-Dick, The Portrait 
of a Lady, Huckleberry Finn, and The Sound and the Fury, 
may be expected to appear in almost any study of the 
American novel, and I have included these. In the last fif- 
teen years much criticism and scholarship have been de- 
voted to these novels, and I have thought it possible to 
write of them in the spirit of summary and generalization 
and in this way to take advantage of the large body of re* 
cent criticism, even though I am forced to differ with cer- 
tain established opinions, 

A variety of motives has entered into the choice of the 
other novels I consider. I have had in mind in almost every 
case the originality and^J^Ameriggiiness” of the novel in 
question, thouglTlTS^ deny that the precise nature of 
these qualities is often debatable, nor that certain novels I 
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do not discuss may be said also to have these qualities. In 
at least one instance—Cooper’s Satan^oe— the opportunity 
of cultural definition rather than formal or aesthetic defini- 
tion has deteimmed the choice. In every other case the 
choice has been influenced by the novel's offering the op- 
portunity of both. Finally, I picked two novels not only for 
their relevance to the general aigument but because they 
are unfortunately unknown to most readers— G. W. Ca- 
ble's The Grandisstmes and Howells's TJi^e Vacation of the' 
Kelwyns. 

As for my mam purpose, it is: to assess the significance 
of the fact that since the earliest days the American novel, 
in its most origin^' and characteristic form, has worked out 
its destiny and defined itself by incorporating an element 
of romance. This purpose has led me to propose a native 
tradition of the novel. I understand this tradition, inevita- 
bly, as spiinging from England, but as diffeiing from the 
English tradition by its perpetual reassessment and recon- 
stitution of romance within the novel form. 

Thus I am interested mainly in defining the leading char- 
acteristics of the American romance-novel, as it may be 
called— that freer, more daring, more brilliant fiction that 
contrasts with the solid moral inclusiveness and massive 
equability of the English novel. As Thoreau says, the im- 
agination has a place for "'wildness” as well as for the more 
solid and domesticated virtues, just as "nature has a place 
for the wild clematis as well as the cabbage.” Tine, cab- 
bages may be made to grow in the Ameiican soil and the 
Wild clematis in the English. But as it has turned out, the 
ejement of romance has been far more noticeable in the 
Amefican hovel than in the English. 

Thoreau's words suggest something of what "romance” 
means as it was applied to the American novel by such dif- 
ferent writers as Cooper, Hawthorne, James, and Frank 
Norris in their prefaces and essays and, as, following* their 
lead, I use it in this book. I try to define "romance” in the 
first chapter. For the moment, let me say^ tha,t the word 
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must signify, besides the more obvious qualities of the pic- 
turesque and the heroic, an assumed freedom from the or- 
dinary novelistic requirements of verisimilitude, develop- 
ment, and continuity, a tendency towards melodrama and 
idyl; a more or less formal abstractness and, on the other 
hand, a tendency to plunge into the undeiside of con- 
sciousness; a willingness to abandon moral questions or to 
ignore the spectacle of man in society, or to consider these 
things only indirectly or abstractly. 

Obviously the romance is by nature disqualified to per- 
form some of the classic ofiices of the novel. Heniy James, 
as it now seems, did not adequately respond to The Scarlet 
Letter, although his treatment of it in his biography of 
Hawthorne is the starting point of any sane criticism. He 
seems never to have heard of Mohy-Dick, and if he had 
read it there is no doubt that he would have found it lack- 
ing in certain of the novelistic virtues. He would have found 
that it lacked the sense of life as it is actually hved, that 
it did not establish the continuity between events and the 
characters’ sense of events, that there was a general lack of 
that “expenence” which James defines as “our apprehen- 
sion and our measure of what happens to us as social crea- 
tures.” Like other romance-novels, Moby-Dick is thus 
somewhat disqualified tor engaging the moral imagination 
in the sort of close involvement with real life which makes 
the context for moral ideas m such novels as those of Balzac, 
George Eliot, and James himself. 

To keep the record straight, let me say that I agree with 
the usual modem opinion that James is the greatest Ameri- 
can novelist and critic of the novel. There is no doubt, how- 
ever, that James in practice—say, in The Fortran of a Lady, 
as well as in a novel hke The Princess Casamassima, which 
has a strong element of melodramatic romance, or The 
Wings of the Done, which is a kind of lyric pageant— was 
more the romancer than his own theories, strictly applied, 
would have allowed him to be. But what I am most inter- 
ested in in this book is that farther realm of fiction which 
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ihe American novelists have exploied and occupied—moved, 
as they have been, by what James himself called a 'rich 
passion for extremes.” In this ti ans-Jamesian realm of fic- 
tion there are certain special virtues. ’.Among them are the 
“intellectual eneigy” that Biockden Brown piized, the pro- 
fundity desciibed by Melville as “the blackness of daik- 
ness,” a certain intrepid and penetrating dialectic of action 
and meaning, a radical skepticism about ultimate questions. 

These are not the qualities usually thought of m relation 
to the romance or romance-novel. They are not to be found 
in Scott or Stevenson, even less in Margaret Mitchell, 
Kenneth Roberts or the many other American writers who, 
distantly following Scott, have romanticized episodes of 
the American past. Nor in the general history of literature 
has ^qjr^anee .lt|een distinguished, among the peiennial liter- 
ary forms, for its intellectual and moral power. On the con- 
trary, it has on this scoie generally been inferior to greater 
forms such as tragedy and comedy— m ancient and medieval 
as well as in modern times. 

Nevertheless the best American novelists have found uses 
for romance far beyond the escapism, fantasy* and senti- 
mentality often associated with it. They have found that in 
the very freedom of romance from the conditions of actual- 
ity there are ceitain potential virtues of the mind, which 
may be suggested by such words as rapidity, iiony, abstrac- 
tion, profundity. These qualities have made lomance a 
suitable, even, as it seems, an inevitable, vehicle for the in- 
tellectual and moral ideas of the American novelists. They 
have used romance to introduce into the novel what one 
may roughly describe as the nauow profundity of New 
England Puritanism, the skeptical, rationalistic spirit of the 
Enlightenment, and the imaginative freedom of Transcen- 
dentalism. In doing so they have created a brilliant and 
original, if often unstable and fragmentary, kmd of lit- 
erature. 

It follows that the usual depreciation of romance on in- 
tellectual and moral grounds is not always justifiable. (It 
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ako follows that the ooerestimation of the novels of Haw- 
thorne, M'=‘Iville, and Faulkner by many recent critics, on 
the ground that these novels have the harmony and au- 
thority of the greatest tragic and religious literature, is not 
justifiable eithei. But this is a matter that may be post- 
poned to later pages.) It is not necessarily true that in so 
far as a novel departs from realism it is obscuiantist and 
disqualified to make moral comments on the world. As ap- 
plied to many novels, theie is no doubt that this view con- 
tains much truths, Still, one may put in a provisional claim 
for a particular kind of rationality m the romance-novel. 
The very abstractness and profundity of romance allow it 
to foimulate moral truths of universal validity, although it 
perforce ignores home truths that may be equally or more 
important. One may point to the power of romance to ex- 
press dark and complex truths unavailable to realism. The 
inner facts of political life have been better grasped by 
romance-melodramas, as they may be called— such as those 
of Dostoevski and Malraux— than by strictly realistic fiction. 

Admittedly, the ‘'intellectual energy” of Brown’s Wfe- 
land, of Mobtj-Dick, or of The Octopus doesn’t guarantee 
intellectual clarity. The compulsion to plimge directly to 
"the very axis of reality,” a compulsion Melville finds, and 
praises, in both Hawthorne and Shakespeare, leads to some 
desperate gambits. And the intense desire to drive every- 
thing through to the last turn of the screw or twist of the 
knife, which distinguishes American writers from English, 
often results in romantic nihilism, a poetry of force and 
darkness. 

But it is not my primary aim either to defend or attack 
the American novel on intellectual or moral grounds. I do 
not suggest that whatever is is right. I do suggest, however, 
that the romance-novel is. It used to be thought that the 
element of romance in American fiction was destined to . dis- 
appear, perhaps had to all intents and purposes already 
'disappeared, as a result of the rise of modem realism which 
set in after the Civil War. It used to be thought, also, that 

xi 
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this was a good thing, lomance being legarded as a back- 
ward tendency ol the comparatively unenlightened youth 
of our culture. But the fact seems to be that the history of 
the American novel is not only the histoiy of the rise of 
realism but also of the lepcated rediscovery of the uses 
of romance, and that this will continue to be so. In view of 
this fact about American liteiature, it becomes of some in- 
terest to desciibe bow, in certain instances, this jDiocess of 
the amalgamation of realism and lomance has been going 
on. And that is what I try to describe in the ensuing pages. 

Let me note again my general awareness of the difficulty 
of making accurate judgments about what is specially 
American in Ameiican novels or American culture. Yet 
without a certain rhetorical boldness, such as appears in the 
first part of the first chapter, nothing of interest can be said 
at all on this score. In the fiist chapter, I try to bring out ‘ 
certain contrasting characteristics of the American novels as 
opposed to the English, in an attempt to account for the 
obvious fact that although most of the great American 
novels aie romances, most of the great English novels are 
not— the fact, in other words, that the tradition of romance 
is major in the history of the American novel but minor in 
the history of the English novel But elsewhere I would 
have it understood that when I speak of what is tiue of the 
American novels, I do not at all imply that in one way or 
another the same may not be true of the English, French, 
or Russian novels. It would be tedious to say this repeatedly 
in the ensuing pages, and so I have left it unsaid. My only 
purpose is to define some of the leading qualities of the 
American novel. My method is not comparative but descrip- 
tive, except at the beginning of the book, and in one or 
two other places, where comparison (or contrast) appears ^ 
to facilitate description. 

In conclusion, I should like to thank Andrew Chiappe 
and R. W, Flint for their careful reading of the manuscript 
of this book and for the several helpful suggestions whidh 
they offered for its improvement. 

xii 
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Chapter I 

THE BROKEN CIRCUIT 


A Culture of Contradictions 

The imagination that has produced much of the best and 
most characteiistic American fiction has been shaped by the 
contradictions and not by the unities and harmonies of our 
culture. In a sense this may be true of all literatures of 
whatever time and place. Nevertheless there aie some lit- 
eratures which take their form and tone from polarities, 
opposites, and irreconcilables, but are content to rest in and 
sustain them, or to resolve them into unities, if at all, only 
by special and limited means. The American novel tend s 
to rest in contradictions and among extreme ranges of ex? 
perience. When it attempts to resolve contradictions, it does 
sVin oblique, morally equivocal ways. As a general rule it 
does so either in melodramatic actions or in pastoral idyls, 
although intermixed with both one may find the stirring in- 
stabilities of "Amencan huippr.” These qualities constitute 
the uniqueness of that branch of the novelistic tradition 
which has flourished in this country. They help to account 
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for the strong element of '‘romance” in the American 
"novel” 

By contrast, the English novel has followed a middle 
way. It is notable for its great practical sanity, its powerful, 
engrossing composition of wide ranges of experience into a 
moral centrality and equability of judgment. Oddity, dis- 
tortion of personality, dislocations of normal lift, reckless- 
ness'oriS‘ciraviQrrmaK]^an tlie Enj^^lis E 

n ovel has“hmlude d. YeF tile p f d^ o f disorder wg 

find in the A merican novel is missix iig. with rare exceptions , 
from the EngBsl). maladjustments and contradic- 

tiqns ^e"l^o ited bu t are sHcTQm"~oF ^essence “ oT form 
in the English novel and aithQ mdiJlisJ3Q stra nger to suffe r- 
ing and d efeat or to tr iumphant j oy either, it g ives the im - 
pression of absolving a ll oxtiemes. all m aladtotmen ts and 
coritradictidns into a normative view of lif e. In doing so, it 
shows itself to derive from the two great influences that 
stand behind it— classic tragedy and Christianity* The Eng- 
lish novel has not, of course, always been strictly speaking 
tragic or Christian. Often it has been comic, but often, too, 
in that superior form of comedy wliich approaches tragedy. 
Usually it has been realistic or, in the philosophical sense 
of the word, "naturalistic.” Yet even its peculiar kind of 
gross poetic naturalism has preserved something of the two 
great traditions that foimed English literature. The English 
novel that is, follows the tendency of tragic art dhris- 
tian art, w hic h cha racteristically move through contradic- 
t ions to fom is of harmony, reconciliation, catharsis, and 
t ransfiau riition." ^ - - - 

Judging by our greatest novels, the American imagina- 
tion, even when it wishes to assuage and reconcile the con- 
tradictions of life, has not been stirred by the possibility of 
catharsis or incarnation, by the tragic or Christian possibil- 
ity. It has been stirred, rather, by the aesthetic possibilities 
of radical forms of alienation, contradiction, and disorder. 

The essential difference between the American novel and 
the English will be strongly pointed up to any reader of 

a 
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F. R. Leavis’s The Great Traditicm Mi. Leavis^s ‘*great tici- 
dition” of the novel is really Anglo-American, and it includes 
not only Jane Austen, Geoige Eliot, Conrad, and Henry 
James but, appaieiitly, m one of its blanches Hawthorne 
and Melville. ^ assumption in this book is that the A meii- 
is obviously ^om t he English 

tradition. At least it was, down to 1880 or 1890. For at 
tliat time our novelists began to turn to French and Russian 
models and the English influence has decreased steadily 
ever since. The more extreme imagination of t he French 
a nd Russian novelists has clearly been more in accord wi th 
the purposes of modern American writers than has the Eng - 
l ish imagination . True, an American reader of Mr. LeavisV 
book will have little tiouble in giving a veiy general assent 
to his very general proposition about the Anglo-American 
tradition. Nevertheless, he will also be forced constantly to 
protest that there is another tradition of which Mr. Leavis 
does not seem to be aware, a tradition which includes most 
of the best Amencan novels. 

Ultimately, it does not matter much whether one insists 
that theie are really two traditions, the English and the 
American (leaving aside the question of what writers each 
might be said to comprise) or whether one insists merely 
that theie is a radical divergence within one tradition. All I 
hold out for is a provisional recognition of the divergence 
as a necessary step towards undei standing and appreciation 
of both the English and the American novel. The divergence 
is brought home to an American reader of Leavis’s book 
when, for example, he comes across the brief note allotted 
to the Brontes. Here is Leavis’s comment on Emily Bronte: 

I have said nothing about Wuthering Heights because 
that astonishing work seems to me a kind of sport . . * 
she broke completely, and in the most astonishing way, 
both with the Scott tradition that imposed on the novelist 
a romantic resolution of his themes, and with the tradi- 
tion coming down from the eighteenth century that de- 
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manded a pkrie-inirror leflection of the surface of ‘real” 
life. Out of her a mmoi tradition comes, to which be- 
longs, most notably, The House with the Green Shutters 

Of course Mr, Leavis is right; in relation to the great tradi- 
tion of the English novel, Wuthering Heights is indeed a 
sport. But suppose it were discoveied that Wuthering 
Heights was written by an American of New England Cal- 
vinist or Southern Presbyterian background. The novel 
would be astonishing and unique no matter who wrote it or 
where. But if it were an American novel it would not be a 
sport; It has too close an affinity with too many American 
novels, and among them some of the best. Like many of 
the fictions discussed in this book Wuthering Heights pro- 
ceeds from an imagination that is essentially melodramatic, 
that opeiates among radical contiadictions and renders 
reality indirectly or poetically, thus breaking, as Mr. Leavis 
observes, with the traditions that require a surface render- 
ing of real life and a resolution of themes, '‘romantic” or 
otherwise. 

Those readers who make a dogma out of Leavis's views 
are thus proprietors of an Anglo-American tradition in 
which many of the most interesting and original and several 
of the greatest American novels are sports. Wielmd is a 
sport, and so are The Scarlet Letter and The Blithedale 
Romance, Moby-Dick, Pierre, and The Confidence Man, 
Huckleberry Finn, The Red Badge of Courage, McTeague, 
As 1 Lay Dying, The Sun Also Rim-all are eccentric, in 
their differing ways, to a tradition of which, let us say, 
Middlemarch is a standard representative. Not one of them 
has any close kinship with the massive, temperate, moralis- 
tic rendering of life and thought we associate with Mr. 
Leavis's “great tradition.” 

The English novel, one might say, has been a kind of im- 
perial enterprise, an appropriation of reality with the high 
purpose of bringing order to disorder. By contrast, as Law- 
rence observed in liis Studies in Classic American L#em- 
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ture^ t he American, . go vel has usually seemed content to 
explore, rathei than to appropriate and civilize, the remark - 
able and in some ways unexampled territories of life in the 
New World and to reflect its anomalies and diiemmas. It 
S rs liy to build an impeiium but m erely to discover 
a new place and a new state of mind E xplorers see more 
deeply, darkly, privately and disinteiestedly than impen- 
alists, who must perforce be circumspect and prudential. 
The Ame ric an novel is moie profound and clairvoyant tha n 
the Engli^novel, but by the same token it is narrower 
an d more arbitrary, and it tends to carve out of experience 
brflliant, highly wrought fragments rather than massiv e 
unities. 

For whatever reason— perhaps the nagging scrupulosity 
of the Puritan mind has something to do with it—th e Ame ri- 
can novel has so metime s approached a perfection or art up “ 
known to t he^Ogh sh tradition, in which we discover no 
s uaThighly skilled practitioners as Hawthorne^ Stephen 
Cr ane. Henry Tames _or Hemingway T hese wiiters, often 
overestimated as moralists, seem content to oppose the dis- 
order and rawness of their culture with a scrupulous art- 
consciousness, with aesthetic forms— which do, of course, 
often broaden out into moral significance. 

In a well known passage Allen Tate refers to the “ com - 
plexity of feelin g” that everyone senses m the American 
iiovel and tSat^ as MrT Tat^ says, *Trom liawthorne down 
toHour own t ime has baffled our best under standing.” The 
c ^pleiaty of the American novel has Been much exagge r- 
afe^ g With the excej^on of one or two of James’s novels 
no American fiction has anything like the complexity of 
character and event of Out Mutual Friendyiot example. 
In The Scarlet Letter or Moby-Dick the cliaiacters and 
events have actually a kind of abstracted simplicity about 
them. In thefe^^books cMracter may be deep but it is nar- 
row and predictable. E^nts take place with a forma.lized* 
clmty. And certainly it cannot be argued that society and 
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the socwl life of man are shov/n to be compkri in thei>e 
Bctions* 

But of course Tile says * complexity of feeling/' and he 
h nghr about that* The sta les oi jecliog, and the language 
la ;^ich they are caught, aie sometimes very intricate in 

aiid'E n* 

guage that ma ke such a nc h poetry i n oiif fi gtion o llcn seem 
i o be at vSuuce with the simplified actions and concep- 
tions ol life our llbv3s~bre^^ Thc/migms of this appaient 
anb^alv^inusFTieT dug ht m the contradictions of oui culture. 

Manus Bewley takes up Tate’s remark in aiTessay called 
"‘Fenimore Cooper and the Economic Age” and traces this 
“complexity of feeling” to a “tension” which he finds not 
only in Cooper but m Hawthoine and James. I^is, he 
thinks, a political tension in its origins, although as em- 
bodied m the woilcrof "these alShoiSjjtass^^^ 

This' tosioh, le s^iysr*';was“tK^iesujt of a struggle Jtocjose 
thc^splil in American ex|;ieilence, to discover a unity th^ 
— f or the Tirdst "esp eciaUy— almost jens^il)^ ihete , 

WfiaFwas the natuie of the division that supported this 
<ionflict? It to ok on rna ny for^s^^ncuire^n^ 
position J)etwecn tiadition and progress oi b etw een the gasl 
and the future j ^etween^ $urppt^, and_ Ame^ 

.acquisitive, economies and be nevo- 
lorit -wealth. These same divisions existed in Europe also, 
but there they were more liallasted by a denser social 
medium, a richei sense of the past, a more inhibited sense 
of mateiial possibilities.” 

Mr. Bewley’s apt discussion of the matter needs to be 
amended in one fundamental way. The kind of art that 
stems from a mind piimarily moved by the impulse toward 
aesthetic and cultural unities and thus “struggles to close 
the split in American experience” as an artist might wish 
to close it— this kind of art is practiced often, though not 
always, by Henry James, but less often by Hawthorne and 
Cooper, and much less often by Faulkner, Melville, and 
Mark Twain. many^jLthe best American 
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novels achieve their veiv bein p f^ en^r^ v anti their f orm, 
fxomihe^eicep tion a nd acceptance not of umties"^t.-of 

Like many readers of American literature, Bewley makes 
the mistake of assuming both that om waters have wanted 
to reconcile disumties by their art and their intelligence and 
that this is what they should have wanted to do. Behind 
this assumption is a faulty historical view, as well as a cer- 
tain oveiplus of moralism, which neglects to observe that 
there have been notable bodies of liteiatme, as well as of 
painting and sculpture, that have pioposed and accepted 
an imaginative world of radical, even irreconcilable con- 
tradictions, and that with some important exceptions, the 
American novel (by which I mean its most original and 
characteristic examples) has been one of these bodies of 
literature. 

Surely Cooper (as will be noted later) is not at his best 
in a novel like Satanstoe, which is a * culture-making'' novel 
and in which his mind is moved by an image of aesthetic 
and political hafmony. On the contrary he is at his best 
in a book like The Prairie, where the search for unity is not 
at the center of the stage and he can accept without anxiety 
or thought the vivid contradictions of Natty Bumppo and 
his way of life— those contradictions which, as Balzac saw, 
made him so original a conception. In this book Cooper is 
not inspired b> an impulse to resolve cultural contradictions 
half so much as by the sheer romantic exhilaration of es- 
cape from culture itself, into a woild where nature is dire, 
terrible, and beautiful, where human virtues are personal, 
alien, and renunciatory, and where contradictions are to be 
resolved only by death, the ceaseless brooding piasence of 
which endows with an unspeakable beauty every irrecon- 
cilable of experience and all the inationalities of life, 

Mr. Bewley is not alone in assuming it to be the destiny 
of Amedcan literature to reconcile disunities rather than to 
pursue the possibility it has actually pursued— that is, to dis- 
cover a putative unity in disunity or to rest at last among 
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irreconcilables. In Democracy in America Tocqueville tried 
to account for a number of related contradictions in Ameri- 
can life. He noted a disparity between ideals and practice, 
a lack of connection betw^een thought and experience, a 
tendency of the Amencan mind to oscillate rathei wildly 
between ideas that **aie all either extiemely minute and 
clear or extiemely general and vague.” 

Tocqueville sought a genetic explanation for these dis- 
parities. He pointed out that in aristocratic societies there 
was a shaied body of inheiited habits, attitudes and institu- 
tions that stood in a mediating position between the individ- 
ual and the state. This, he observed, was not true in a 
democracy, where ‘each citizen is habitually engaged in 
the contemplation of a veiy puny object, namely, himself. 
If he ever looks higher, he peiceives only the immense form 
of society at large or the still more imposing aspect of man- 
kind. . . . What lies between is a void.” Tocqueville be- 
lieved that this either/or habit of mind also owed much to 
the sharp distinctions made by Calvinism and its habit of 
opposing the individual to his God, with a minimum of 
mythic or ecclesiastical mediation. He found certain advan- 
tages in this “democratic” quality of mind, but he warned 
Americans that it might pioduce great confusion in phi- 
losophy, morals, and politics and a basic instability in liter- 
ary and cultural values, and that consequently Americans 
should try to discover democratic equivalents for those tra- 
ditional habits of mind which in aristocracies had moder- 
ated and reconciled extremes in thought and experience. 

Tocqueville knew that the dualistic kind of thought of 
which he spoke was specifically Ameiican only in the pecul- 
iar quality of its origin and expiession. He saw that with 
the probable exception of England, Europe would charac- 
teristically concern itself during the nineteenth century with 
grand intellectual oppositions, usually more or less of a 
Hegelian order. But even though the tendency of thought 
Tocqueville predicated belonged to Western culture gener- 
ally, one is nevertheless struck by how often American 
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writers conceive of human dilemmas accoiding to his 
scheme, and how many make aesthetic capital out of what 
seemed to him a moral and intellectual shortcoming. 

In his studies of th^ d^a^^ 

rencelpresenleJ & ofjhe^ontrariety^pr,, as he 

‘’ 35 pi 5 iFy’'"ortEe“ American hterary mind by saying that he 
found Inlvriteis like Coopci, Melville, and 
ti ghrm entar altegiance to a moialit y wh ich all their pa^ion 
giSrtd'destroy/' a foimulation which describes perfectly 
tEelhner^oiitiadiction of such products of the American 
imagination as the story of Natty Bumppo. In general Law- 
rence was thinking of an mheient conflict between ‘‘genteer’ 
spirituality and a pragmatic experientialism which in its 
lower depths was sheer Dionysian or “Indian” energy and 
violence. Amf-P (>r>ongh tn 
achievements hadjdep-e ndedJiiame^^ 
dnalism. h e. .seemed Teady--JieYa±hdcss to^~adMcate»_^ 
moral gmunds, _a^ jJcpncihatigiL.oL opposites, „ such.m™he- 
tEougK he discerned of Whitman. 

^hi short, like all the obsciveis of American literature we 
are citing in these pages, I.awience was trying to find out 
what was wrong with it. He is a sympathetic and resource- 
ful readei-one of the best, surely, cvei to luin his attention 
to the American novel. But he tliinks that the American 
novel is sick, and he wants to cine it. Perhaps there is some- 
thing wrong with it, perhaps it is sick— but a loo exclusive 
preoccupation with the wrongness of the American novel 
has in some ways disqualified him for seeing what, right 
or wrong, it iv., 

Finally, there is the division of Ameiican culture into 
“highbrow"' and “lo\ybxow"" made by Van Wyck Brooks in 
1915 in his Americans Coming-ofAge, Brooks's essay is a 
great piece of writing; it is eloquent, incisive, and witty. 
Biit we have lived through enough history now to see its 
fundamental error— namely, the idea that it is the duty of 
oui writers to heal the split and reconcile the contradictions / 
in our culture by pursuing a middlebrow course. All the/ 
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evidence shows that wherever American literature has pur- 
sued the middle way it has tended by a kind of native 
fatality not to reconcile but merely to deny or ignore the 
polarities of our culture. Our middlebiow liteiatuie— for ex- 
ample, the novels of Howells— has generally been dull and 
mediocre. In the face of Brooks’s desire to unite the high- 
brow and the lowbrow on a middle ground, theie lemams 
the fact that our best novelists have been, not middlebiows, 
but either highbrows like James, lowbiows like Maik 
Twain, Frank Norris, Dreiser, and Sherwood Anderson, or 
combination highbiow-lowbrows like Melville, Faulkner, 
and Hemingway. Here again American fiction contiasts 
strongly with English. The English novel at its best is 
staunchly middlebrow. The cultural conditions within 
which English literature has evolved have allowed it to be- 
come a great middlebrow literature— the only one, it may 
be, in history. 

Let us in all candor admit the limited, the merely in- 
strumental value of the terms used in the last paragraph. 
They work very well, and are m fact indispensable, in mak- 
ing large cultural formulations. But in applying them to 
individual authors the terms must be constantly re- 
examined. We might ask, for example, whether from one 
point of view both Hawthorne and James performed the 
unlikely feat of becoming great middlebrow writers. Both 
of them, at any rate, achieve a kind of contemplative cen- 
trality of vision within the confines of which their minds 
work with great delicacy and equanimity. In so far as they 
do this, one certainly cannot chide them for shying away 
from some of the moic extreme contradictions, the more 
drastic forms of alienation, the more violent, earthy, or sor- 
did ranges of experience which engage the minds of Mel- 
ville and Faulkner, and in fact most of our best waters. 
Yet to achieve a ^‘contemplative centrality of vision*’ cer- 
tainly requires an action of the mind; whereas the word 
“middlebrow^? although suggesting centrality of vision, im 
evitably suggests, judging by our American literature, a 
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View gained by no other means than passivity and the re- 
fusal of experience. 

To conclude this brief account of the contradictions 
which have vivified and excited the American' irhaginatidn, 
these contradictions seem traceable to certain historical 
facts. First, t here is the solitary position man has bee n 
placed in this country, a position very eajlv enfom edlbv 
fhe rioctri jmjSjPu ritanism gn cHater by frontier conditions 
and, as Tocqueville skillfully pointed out, by the very in- 
stitutions of demociacy as these evolved in the eighteenth 
and nineteenth centuries. 

Second, the Mjimc^haeaiL^ uality o f New England Puri- 
t anism, which, as Yvor Winters and odiers Ha ve" shdwn^IEd 
S Q strong an effect on writers li kejiawthome^ Mel ville 
a iid^ntered d^pT^iinto THe nat ion al consciousness . From 
the historical point of view, tHis Puritanism was a back- 
sliding m religion as momentous m shaping the imagination 
as the cultural reversion Cooper studied on the frontier. 
For, at least as apprehended by the literary imagination, 
New England Puritanism-^with its grand metaphors of elec- 
tion and damnation, its opposition of the kingdom of light 
and the kingdom of darkness, its eternal and autonomous 
contraries of good and evil— seems to have recaptured the 
Manichaean sensibility. The, Americani imagination, like the 
New England Puritan mind itself, seems less interested in 
redemption than in the melodrama of the eternal struggle 
of good and evil, less inteiested in incarnation and reconcil- 
iation than in alienation and disorder. If we may suppose 
ourselves correct in tracing to this origin the prevalence in 
American literature of the ^mbols of light and dark, we 
may doubtless suppose also that this sensibility has been 
enhanced by the racial composition of our people and by 
the Civil War that was fought, if more in legend than in 
fact, over the Negro. 

Moie obvi ously, a third source o f contradiction lies in the 
duai allegiance of the Xmer ican, w h^nT Eis intell ec tual cuk 
ture belongs both to the Old World and the New. These are 
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speculative ideas which I can only hope to make concrete 
and relevant in the succeeding pages. I would hope to 
avoid, at the same time, the rather arid piocedure that 
would result from trying to find a ''contradiction” behind 
every character and episode. 


Novel vs. Romance 

Nothing will be gained by trying to define ‘'novel” and 
"romance” too closely. One of their chief advantages is that, 
as literary forms go, they are relatively loose and flexible. 
But especially in discussing Amencan literature, these terms 
have to be defined closely enough to distinguish between 
them, even though the distinction itself may sometimes be 
meaningless as applied to a given book and even though, 
following usage, one ordinarily uses the word "novel” to 
describe a book like Cooper s The Prairie which might more 
accurately be called a "romance ” or a "lomance-novel,” 
Poubtle ss_tIie. plain d iffeience j2etween.|hfi4XQy^l the 
romancejs in the^wav m they v lewjcealitv. 
render^ realit y closely and in comprehensive detail. It takes 
a^roup of people and sets them going aboutJ„h^bjasmejss 
priifel'l^cpmrfoj^^ ibdiJrealxorapkjcJty^ 

r<^fem|)erament and motive. They are in explicable rela- 
tion to "nafur^ to each other, to their social class, to their 
own past. Character is more impoi tant than action aiid plot, 
aa<l>probafiiy the tragic or comic ^ictiom of tjte^ 
vjiJIJi^veTTie'primafy p 

of an3Teetrng“Tor alHrnportot cha racter^ a gioup^gf char- 
act eis,‘^t^wav"jp^ ’|3ie.«eyents that occm 
i^pjpJausibljD, ;given the circumstances, and if the novelist 
includes a violent or sensational occurrence in his plot, he 
will introduce it only into such scenes as have been (in the 
words of Percy Lubbock) ^'already prepared to vouch for 
it»” Historically, as it has often been said, the novel has 
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served the interests and aspirations of an insurgent middle 
class. 

By contrast the roman ce, following distantly the medieval 
example , feels free to render reality in less volume and d e- 
tail It tends tQ„pna£eiL.aGtmn^^ and action wi U 

were» less resistance from reality . (This is not always true, 
as we see in what might be called the static romances of 
Hawthorne, in which the author uses the allegorical and 
moral, rather than the dramatic, possibilities of the form.) 
The romance can flourish without providing much intricacy 
of relation. The _chajacters,^4ixohahly:~rather--two-dimen-* 
signal ty pes, will not be c omplexly 
to so ciety or to the past . Himaa beings-vrfyNin-the^^^ 
b e shown i n ideal relation - ^baf is, they will _Rba.T:a^motin.Tis 
only after these hav ^Jaecomfr-absiract-e r svmbeh c. To be 
sure, characters may become profoundly involved in some 
way, as in Hawthorne or Melville, but it will be a deep and 
narrow, an obsessive, involvement. In American romance s 
it will not matter much what class pe nplA 
where the novelist would arouse our interest in a^ohaiaciter 
by exploring his o rigin, the romancer%iIl probably do so by 
env^bping I t liTmyster y ._Characto i tself becomes, t hen , 
s omewhat abs tract and idea l, so much so in some romances . 
that it see ms to be merely ^ function of plo t. The plot we 
ma^Texpect to be highly colored. Astonishing events may 
occur, and these are likely to have a s^bolic or ideological, 
rather than a realistic, plausibility. Being less committed to 
the immediate rendition of reahty than the novel, the ro- 
mance will more freely veer toward mythic, allegorical, and 
symbolistic forms. 


The Historical View 

Although some of the best works of American fiction have 
to be called, for purposes of criticism, romances rather than 
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novels, we would be pursuing a chimera if we tried, except 
provisionally, to isolate a literary form known as the Ameri- 
can prose romance, as distinguished from the European or 
the American novel In actuality the romances of our lit- 
erature, like Euroi^ean prose romances, are liteiaiy hybrids, 
unique only in their peculiar but widely differing amal- 
gamation of novelistic and romance elements. The greatest 
American fiction has tended toward the romance more often 
than the gieatest European fiction. Still, our fiction is his- 
torically a blanch of the European tradition of the novel. 
And it IS the better part of valor in the critic to understand 
our American romances as adaptations of traditional novel- 
istic procedures to new cultural conditions and new aes- 
thetic aspirations. It will not damage our appreciation of 
the originality and value of Moby-Dick oi The Blithedale 
Romance to say that they both seem to begin as novels but 
then veer off into the province of romance, in the one case 
making a supreme tnumph, in the other, a somewhat 
dubious but interesting medley of genres and intentions. 

Inevitably we look to the writings of James Fenimore 
Cooper, for it was he who first fully exemplified and formu- 
lated the situation of the novelist in the New World. His 
first book, Precaution, was a novel of manners, somewhat 
in the style of Jane Austen. Consideiing this a failure, he 
wrote The Spy, a story of the Revolution, in which, follow- 
ing Scott, he put his characters in a borderland (in this 
case between the Ameiican and Biitish armies) where the 
institutions and manners of society did not obtain. He 
sketched out in Harvey Biich the semilegendary hero who 
would find his full development in Natty Bumppo. As for 
characterization and realism of presentation, he contented 
himself with what he called m Notions of the Americans 
‘‘the general picture” and “the delineation of principles”— 
this being, as be said, all that could be expected of the 
American writer, given the “poverty of materials” and the 
uniformity of behavior and public opinion. He introduced 
an element of melodrama, believing that this might be 
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suitable to scenes set in the American forest, even though 
we had no mvsteiious castles, dungeons, or monastenes. He 
intioduced also a certain ''elevation” of style and a freedom 
in arianging events and attributing moral qualities to his 
chaiacteis. It is thus apparent that if American conditions 
had forced Cooper to be content w’lth “the general picture” 
and “the delineation of principles” this was, if a step away 
fiom the novel foim proper, a step toward the successful 
mythic qualities of the Leather-Stocking tales. Here was 
proof of Tocqueville’s idea that although the abstractness 
and generality of the demociatic imagination would make 
unavailable some of the traditional souices of fiction, this 
abstiactness would in itself be a new source of mythic 
ideality. 

In Cooper s books we see what was to be the main drift 
of Ameiican fiction. Responding to various piessures, it 
would depart markedly fiom the novelistic tradition. When 
it did so, it would— with variations that may be observed 
in such writers as Hawthorne, Melville, Mark Twain, 
Faulkner, and Hemingway— become either melodrama or 
pastoial idyl, often both. 

Although Cooper gave an indubitably American tone to 
lomance he did so without ceasing to be, in many ways, a 
disciple of Scott. Another disciple of Scott, and to a lesser 
extent of Godwin, was Coopei s near contemporary, the 
South Caiolina journalist and romancer William Gilmore 
Simms. This author is no less convinced than Cooper that 
romance is the form of fiction called for by American con- 
ditions. Histoiical romance was his particular forte, and his 
Views and Reviews (1845) contains an interesting investi- 
gation of the materials available to the American romancer. 
In his prefatory letter to The Yemassee, his most popular 
tale of Indian waifare (first published m 1835), Simms de- 
fines the romance as the modern version of epic: 

You will note that I call The Yemassee a romance, 

and not a novel You will permit me to insist on the dis* 
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tinction . . . What are the standards of the modem 
Romance^ What is the modern Romance itselP The 
reply is immediate. The modern Romance is the substi- 
tute which the people of the present day offer for the 
ancient epic. The form is changed, the matter is very 
much the same; at all events, it differs much more 
seriously from the English novel than it does from 
the epic and the drama, because the difference is one 
of mateiial, even more than of fabrication. The reader 
who, reading Ivanhoe, keeps Richardson and Fielding 
beside him, will be at fault in every step of his progress. 
The domestic novel of those writers, confined to the 
felicitous narration of common and daily occurring events, 
and the grouping and delineation of characters in the 
ordinary conditions of society, is altogether a different 
sort of composition; and if, in a strange doggedness or 
simplicity of spirit, such a reader happens to pm his faith 
to such writeis alone, circumscribing the boundless hoii- 
zon of ait to the domestic circle, the Romances of 
Maturin, Scott, Bulwer, and others of the present day, 
vmll be little better than rhapsodical and intolerable non- 
sense. 

When I say that our Romance is the substitute of mod- 
ern times for the epic or the drama, I do not mean to say 
that they are exactly the same things, and yet, examined 
thoroughly ... the differences between them are very 
slight. These differences depend upon the material em- 
ployed, lather than upon the particular mode in which 
it is used. The Romance is of loftier origin than the Novel. 
It approximates the poem. It may be described as an 
amalgam of the two. It is only with those who are apt 
to Insist upon poetry as verse, and to confound rhyme 
with poetry, that the resemblance is unapparent. The 
standards of the Romance ... are very much those of 
the epic. It invests individuals with an absorbing inters 
est— it hurries them rapidly thiough crowding and exact- 
ing events, in a narrow space of time— it requires the 
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same unities of plan, of purpose, and harmony of parts, 
and it seeks for its adventures among the wild and won- 
derful. It does not confine itself to what is known, or 
even what is probable. It grasps at the possible; and, 
placing a human agent in hitherto untried situations, it 
exercises its ingenuity m extricating him from them, 
while descnbing his feelings and his fortunes in the 
process. 

Loosely wntten as it is, this statement, with its echoes of 
Aristotle’s Poetics, remains something of a classic m the his- 
tory of American criticism, its general purport being one 
which so many of our prose fictiomsts have accepted. 
Amencan fiction has been notable for its poetic quality, 
which IS not the poetry of verse nor yet the domestic or 
naturalistic poetry of the novel but the poetry of romance. 
In allying romance to epic Simms was reflecting his own 
preoccupation with panoramic settings, battles, and heroic 
deeds; doubtless he had also in mind, vociferous nationahst 
that he was, the power of epic to mirror the soul of a 
people. There are many Amencan fictions besides The 
Yemassee which remind us of epics, large and small: 
Cooper s Prairie, Moby-Dick, The Adventures of Huckle- 
berry Finn, Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, for example. Yet 
on the whole, American fiction has approximated the poetry 
of idyl and of melodrama more often than of epic. 

Not all of Simms’s own romances have the epic quality. 
Confession: or the Blind Heart (1841), Beauchampe 
(1842), and Charlemont (1856) are “tales of passion” and 
have to do with seduction, murder, revenge, and domestic 
cruelty They are dark studies m psychology that reflect 
Godwin and the Gothic tradition at the same time that in 
their pictures of town life, lawyers, court tnals, and local 
customs they forecast later Southern writers, such as 
Faulkner and Robert Penn Warren. Simms’s tales of pas- 
sion, however, are fatally marred by the carelessness and 
crudity with which they are thrown together, and it was 
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HI the work of Hawthorne that for the first time the psy- 
^chological possibilities of romance were realized. 

As we see from the prefaces to his longer fictions, particu- 
larly The Marble Faun, Hawthoine was no less convinced 
than Cooper and Simms that lomance, rather than the 
novel, was the predestined foim of American nanative. In 
distinguishing between forms, his Preface to The House of 
the Seven Gables makes some of the same points Simms 
had made: 

When a wiiter calls his work a romance, it need hardly 
be observed that he wishes to claim a certam latitude, 
both as to its fashion and material, which he would not 
have felt himself entitled to assume, had he professed to 
be writing a novel. The latter form of composition is pre- 
sumed to aim at a very minute fidelity, not merely to 
the possible, but to the probable and ordinary course of 
man's experience. The former-while, as a work of art, it 
must rigidly subject itself to laws, and while it sins un- 
pardonably so far as it may swerve aside from the truth 
of the human heart— has fairly a right to present that 
truth under circumstances, to a great extent, of the 
writer s own choosing or creation. If he think fit, also, he 
may so manage his atmospherical medium as to bring 
out or mellow the lights, and deepen and enrich the 
shadows, of the picture. He will be wise, no doubt, to 
make a very moderate use of the pnvileges here stated, 
and especially, to mingle the marvellous rather as a 
slight, delicate, and evanescent flavor, than as any por- 
tion of the actual substance of the dish offered to the 
public. He can hardly be said, however, to commit a 
literary crime, even if he disregard this caution. 

As Hawthorne sees the problem confronting the American 
author, it consists m the necessity of JBnding (in the words 
•of the Introduction to The Scarlet Letter) “a neutral terri- 
tory, somewhere between the real world and faiiy-land, 
where the Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and each 
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imbue itself with the natuie of the other Romance is, as 
we see, a kind of “bolder” fiction, whether the field of ac- 
tion IS in the neutial territory between civilization and the 
wilderness, as m the adventure tales of Cooper and Simms, 
or whethei, as m Hawthorne and latei lomancers, the field 
of action IS conceived not so much as a place as a state of 
mmd-the borderland of the human mind where the actual 
and the imagin<ar> intermingle. Romance does not plant 
itself, like the novel, solidly m the midst of the actual 
Nor when it is memoiable, does it escape into the purely 
imaginary. 

In saying that no matter what its extravagances romance 
must not “swerve aside from the truth of the human heart,” 
Hawthorne was in effect announcing the definitive adapta- 
tion of romance to America. To keep fiction m touch with 
the human heart is to give it a universal human significance. 
But this cannot be done memorably in prose fiction, even 
in the relatively loose form of the romance, without giving 
it a local significance. The truth of the heart as pictured in 
romance may be more generic or archetypal than in the 
novel; it may be rendered less concretely; but it must still 
be made to belong to a time and a place. Surely Haw- 
thorne's romances do. In his writings romance was made 
for the fill St time to respond to the particiilai demands of an 
American imagination and to mirror, in certain limited 
ways, the American mind. In order to accomplish this Haw- 
thorne had to bung into play his considerable talent for 
psychology. Cooper was not a psychologist of any sub- 
tlety and outside of the striking conception of the stoic 
inner life of Natty Bumi:ipo, he gave to romance no psy- 
chological quality that might not find its close analogue in 
Scott. Although no one would mistake a fiction of Simms 
for one of Scott, Simms's onginaiitv was circumscribed by 
his apparent belief, as stated in the quotation above, that 
American romance would differ from earlier forms only be- 
cause it had different matenal rather than a “particular 
mode” of rendering this material His claim to originality 
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was severely limited by the crudity and indecision of his 
literary form and of his psychological insights 

In the writings of Brockden Brown, Coopei, and Simms 
we have the first difficult steps m the adaptation of English 
romance to American conditions and needs. Following these 
pioneeis we have had, ever since, two sti earns of lomance 
in our literary history. The fiist is the stieam that makes 
the main subject of this book and includes Hawthorne^ 
Melville, James, Mark Twain, Frank Non is, Faulkner, 
Hemingway, and others who have found that lomance of- 
fers certain qualities of thought and imagination which the 
American fiction wiiter needs but which aie outside the 
province of the novel proper. These are wiiteis who each 
in his own way have followed Hawthorne both in thinking 
the imagination of romance necessaiy and in knowing that 
it must not ^'swerve aside from the truth of the human 
heart.” 

The other stream of romance, justly contemned by Mark 
Twain and James, is one which also descends from Scott, 
and includes John Esten Cooke's Surry of Eaglets Nest 
(1886), Lew Wallace's Ben Hur (1880), Chailes Major's 
When Knighthood Was In Flotoer (1899), books 

like Gone with the Wind and the historical tales of Kenneth 
Roberts Although these works may have then points, ac- 
cording to the taste of the reader, they are, historically con- 
sidered, the tag-end of a European tradition that begins in 
the Middle Ages and has come down into our own literature 
without responding to the forms of imagination which the 
actualities of American life have inspired. Romances of this 
sort are sometimes’ defended because ''they tell a good 
story”— as opposed to the fictions of, say, Faulknei and Mel- 
ville, which allegedly don't. People who make this com- 
plaint have a real point; yet they put themselves in the 
position of defending books which have a fatal inner falsity. 

The fact is that the word "romance” begins to take on 
its inevitable meaning, for the historically minded American 
reader, in the writing of Hawthorne. Ever since his use of 
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the word to desciibe his own fiction, it has appiopriately 
signified the peculiar narrow profundity and rich interplay 
of lights and daiks which one associates with the best 
Ameiican writing. It has also signified, to be sure, that com- 
mon tiait shared by the American romances which are dis- 
cussed in this book and all other romances whatsoever— 
namely, the penchant for the marvelous, the sensational, 
the legendai y, and in general the heightened effect. But the 
critical question is always To what purpose have these 
amiable tricks of romance been used? To falsify reality 
and the human heart oi to bring us round to a new, signifi- 
cant and peihaps startling relation to them? 


James on the Novel vs, the Romance 

In the two preceding sections of this chapter, I have ttied 
to fonnulate preliminary definitions of ‘Romance” and the 
“novel” and then to look at the matter m a historical per- 
spective. In order to amplify the discussion, in both the 
abstiact and the concrete, it will be of value at this point 
to return, with the aid of Henry James’s prefaces, to the 
question of definition. In doing so, I shall risk repeating 
one or two observations which have already been made. 

The first four prefaces James wrote for the New York 
edition of his works set forth, or at least allude to, the main 
items of his ciedo as a novelist, and although they are per- 
haps well known, there may be some advantage in looking 
them over again befoie noticing what James had to say 
diiectly about the relation of the romance to the novel. The 
four prefaces aie those to Roderick Hudson, The American, 
The Portrait of a Lady, and The Princess Casammsima, 

We might take as a motto this sentence, from the Preface 
to The Princess' “Experience, as I see it, is our apprehen- 
sion and our measure of what happens to us as social crea- 
tures.” Although James himself does not overtly contrast 
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his procedure with that of romance until he comes to the 
Preface to The American, we shall be justified in ourselves 
making the contrast, since James is obviously seeking to 
show, among other things, how the imperfections of ro- 
mance may be avoided. And thus we reflect that, in a ro- 
mance, "‘experience” has less to do with human beings as 
"social creatures” than as individuals. Heioes, villains, vic- 
tims, legendary types, confionting othei individuals or con- 
fronting mysterious or otherwise dire forces— this is what we 
meet m romances. 

When James tells us that the art of the novel is the "art 
of representation,” the practice of which spreads "round us 
in a widening, not in a narrow circle,” we reflect on the 
relative paucity of "representation” in the older Amencan 
romances and their tendency towards a concentrated and 
narrow profundity. Again we hear that "development” is 
"of the very essence of the novelist s process,” and we recall 
how in romances characters appear really to be given 
quantities rather than emerging and changing oiganisms 
responding to their circumstances as these themselves de- 
velop one out of another. For if characters change in a 
romance, let’s say as Captain Ahab in Mohtj-Dwk oi the 
Reverend Dimmesdale in The Scarlet Letter change, we 
are not shown a "development”, we are left rather with an 
element of mystery, as with Ahab, or a simplified and con- 
ventionalized alteration of chaiacter, as with Dimmesdale. 
Similarly, the episodes of romance tend to follow each 
other without ostensible causation; here too there is likely 
to be an element either of mystery or convention. To "treat” 
a subject, James says, is to "exhibit . . . relations”; and the 
novelist "is in the perpetual predicament that the conti- 
nuity of things is the whole matter, for him, of comedy and 
tragedy” But in a romance. much may be made of unre- 
latedness, of alienation and discontinuity, for the romancer 
operates m a universe that is less coherent than that of the 
novelist. 

As for the setting, James says that it is not enough merely 
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to report what it seems to the author to be, in however 
minute detail The great thing is to get into the novel not 
only the setting but somebody’s sense of the setting. We 
lecall that in The Scarlet Letter the setting, although 
sketchy, is pictonally very beautiful and symbolically d 
propos But none of the characters has a sense of the set- 
ting, that is all in the author’s mind and hence the setting 
is never diamatized but remains instead a handsomely tap- 
estried backdrop. In Mohy-Dick the setting is less inert; it 
becomes, in fact, a kind of ' enveloping action.” Still, only 
in some of the scenes do we have Ishmael’s sense of the 
setting, during most of the book Ishmael himself is all but 
banished as a dramatic presence. 

The whole question of the "point of command” or "point 
of view” or "center of intelligence” is too complicated to go 
into here. Suffice it to say that the allotment of intelligence, 
the question of what character shall be specially conscious 
of the meaning of what happens to and around him so that 
we see events and people more or less through his eyes, 
thus gaining a sense of dramatic coherence— these ques- 
tions are less and less pertinent as fiction approaches pure 
romance. Natty Bumppo need be conscious only of what 
the Indians are going to do next. Hawthorne’s Chillmgworth 
and Melville’s Ahab are clairvoyantly conscious, but with 
a profoundly obsessive distortion of the truth. They are not 
placed m context in oider to give concrete dramatic form 
to a large part of what the author sees, as is the "point of 
command” in a James novel; all we learn from them is how 
they see. And as I shall suggest in speaking of The Blithe- 
dale Romance, the dyed-in-the-wool romancer like Haw- 
thorne meiely proves that you mustn’t have a central ob- 
server in your story, because if you do you simply point 
up the faults of romance and admit your incapacity to fol- 
low out a fully developed novelistic procedure. In the ro- 
mance too much depends on mystery and bewilderment to 
risk a generally receptive intelligence in the midst of things. 
Too often the effect you are after depends on a universe 
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that is felt to be inational, contradictoiy, and melodramatic 
—whereas the effect of a central intelligence is to produce 
a sense of verisimilitude and dramatic coherence. 

One or two further items from the prefaces may point 
up the contrast. A character, especially *'the Active hero,” 
as James says, ‘‘successfully appeals to us only as an emi- 
nent instance, as eminent as we like, of our own conscious 
kind.” He must not be “a morbidly special case”— -but in 
romance he may well be. Again, says James, when economy 
demands the suppression of parts of the possible story they 
must not be merely “eliminated”; they must be foreshort- 
ened, summanzed, compressed but nevertheless brought to 
bear on the whole. But in the looser universe of the ro- 
mance, we may think “elimination” will be less criminal and 
unexplained hiatuses and discontinuities may positively 
contribute to the effect. To take an obvious case, in Moby- 
Dick we are content to think the sudden elimination of 
Bulkington an interesting oddity rather than a novelistic 
blunder and we gladly draw on the poetic capital Melville 
makes of it. 

As for the moral significance of the novel, James sees a 
“perfect dependence of the ‘moral* sense of a work of art 
on the amount of felt life concerned in producing it.” We 
must ask, he says, “is it valid, in a word, is it genuine, is 
it sincere, the result of some direct impression or perception 
of life.” These questions bear less on the romance, one of 
the assumptions of which is that it need not contain a full 
amount of felt life, that life may be felt indirectly, through 
legend, symbol, or allegory. Nor does the romance need the 
sincerity of the novel; indeed, as Lawrence points out, 
American romances, especially, tend to make their effect by 
a deep “duplicity” or ironic indirection. 

To come finally to James’s specific comments on the ques^ 
tion we are considering. In the prefaces he follows his own 
advice as that had been expressed twenty-odd years earlier 
in “The Art of Fiction”— he sees no reason, that is, why the 
practicing writer should distinguish between novel and ro- 
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mance. There are good novels and bad ones, novels that 
have life and those that haven't— and this, for the novelist, 
is the only relevant question. The implication is that the 
novelist will be also the romancer if the ‘life” he is render- 
ing extends into the realm of the “lomantic.” But if we are 
not, except as critics and readers, to distinguish between 
novel and romance, we still have to distinguish, within the 
novel that may be also a romance, the “romantic” from 
the “real.” And this James essays in his Preface to The 
American. 

In rereading this early novel James found a large element 
of romance in the free and easy way in which he had made 
his semilegendary hero Christopher Newman behave on 
his European travels. Particularly, James thought, the pic- 
ture of the Bellegard family was “romantic,” James had 
made them reject Newman as a vulgar manufacturer when 
actually common sense tells us that “they would positively 
have jumped at him.” And James comments that “the ex- 
perience here represented is the disconnected and uncon- 
trolled experience— uncontrolled by our general sense of ‘the 
way things happen —which romance alone more or less suc- 
cessfully palms oflF on us,” At the same time James fiiids 
an unexpected pleasure in rereading The American, which 
somewhat compensates for the lapses of verisimihtude. And 
his description of this pleasure makes a fair defimtion of the 
pleasure of romance— “the free play of so much imchal- 
lenged instinct ... the happiest season of surrender to the 
invoked muse and the projected fable.”* 

“The disconnected and uncontrolled experience,” then, is 
of the essence of romance, and any adequate defimtion 
must proceed from this postulate. First, however, one may 

• Cf. Melville's plea to his reality-minded readers for latitude 
in the depiction of character and incident. The ideal reader, he 
says, will “want nature . . . ; but nature unfettered, exhilarated, 
in effect transformed. ... It is with fiction as with religion; 
it should present another world, and yet one to which we feel 
die tie.” (The Confidence Man, Chapter 33.) 
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clear out of the way certain conventional but inadequate 
descriptions of romance. It is not “a matter indispensably 
of boats, or of caravans, or of tigers, or of ‘historical char- 
acters,’ 01 of ghosts, or of forgers, or of detectives, or of 
beautiful wicked women, or of pistols and knives”— although 
one might perhaps be a little readier than James to think 
that these things might be of service. Yet one follows him 
assenlingly when he decides that the common element in 
sensational tales is “the facing of danger” and then goes on 
to say that for most of us the danger represented by cara- 
vans and forgers is certainly benign or impotent compared 
with the “common and covert” dangers we face in our ev- 
eryday existence, which may “involve the sharpest hazards 
to life and honor and the highest instant decisions and in- 
trepidities of action.” 

The “romantic” cannot be defined, either, as “the far and 
the strange,” since, as such, these things are merely un- 
known, whereas the “romantic” is something we know, al- 
though we know it indhectly. Nor is a novel romantic be- 
cause its^ hero or heroine is. “It would be impossible to have 
a inore romantic temper tlian Flaubert’s Madame Bovary, 
yet nothing less resembles a romance than the record of her 
adventures,” Nor can we say the presence or absence of 
“costume” is a crucial difference, for “where . • . does cos- 
tume begin or end,” 

James then aniyes at die following formulation: 

The only gemrcA attribute of projected romance that I 
can see, the only one that fits all its cases, is the fact of 
of experience with which it deals—experience 
liberated, so to speak; experience disengaged, disem- 
broiled, disencumbered, exempt from the conditions that 
lye usually know to attach to it and, if we wish so to put 
the matter, drag upon it, and operating in a medium 
which relieves it, in a particular interest, of the incon- 
venience of a rehted, a measurable state, a state subject 
to all our vulgar communities. 
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And James goes on in words that are particularly illustrative 
of his own art: 

The greatest intensity may so be arrived at evidently— 
w’hen the sacrifice of communit>, of the "related” sides of 
situations, has not been too rash. It must to this end not 
flagrantly betray itself, we must even be kept if possible, 
for our illusion, from suspecting any sacrifice at all 

In a fully developed art of the novel there is, as James says, 
a "latent extravagance,” In novehsts of "largest responding 
imagination before the human scene,” we do not find only 
the romantic or only reality but a "current . . . extraor- 
dinarily nch and mixed.” The great novelist responds to the 
"need of performing his whole possible revolution, by the 
law of some rich passion in him for extremes.” 

To have a rich passion for extremes is to grasp both the 
real and the romantic. By the "real,” James explains, he 
.means "the things we cannot possibly not know, sooner «ca: 
later, in one way or another.” By the "romantic” he means 
"the things that, with all the facilities in the world, all the 
wealth and all the courage .and aU the wit and all the ad- 
venture, we never can directly know; the things that can 
reach us only through the beautiful circuit and subterfuge 
of our thought and our desire.” 

We hear much in these prefaces of the novelist’s rich and 
mixed "current,” of the possible "revolution” of his mind 
among extremes, of the "circuit” of thought and desire. 
James speaks, too, of the "conversion” that goes on in the 
mind of the novelist s characters between what happens to 
them and their sense of what happens to them, and of "the 
link of connection” between a icharacter’s "doing” and his 
"feeling.” In other words James thiiiks that the novel does 
not find its essential being until it discovers what we may 
call the circuit of life among extremes or opposites, the cir- 
cuit of life that passes through the real and the ideal, 
through the directly known and the mysterious or the in- 
directly known, through doing and feeling. Much of the 
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best American j&ction does not meet James’s specifications. 
It has not made the circuit lames requnes of the '‘laigest 
responding imagination ” And the closer it has stuck lo the 
assumptions of lomance the moie capital it has made, when 
any capital has been made, exactly by leaving the Jamesian 
circuits bioken. That veiy great capital can be made in this 
way James does not acknowledge oi know, and hence his 
own hostility, and that of many of his followers, to the more 
extreme foims of Amencan fiction— those we associate, 
for example, with Brockden Biown, Poe, Melville, and 
Faulkner. 

Nevertheless James’s theory of the novel, his idea of the 
circuit of life which allows him to mcorpoiate m his novels 
so many of the attiibutes of romance, is the most complete 
and admnable theory, as at their best James’s are the most 
complete and admirable novels yet produced by an Amen- 
can. And it is against James’s theoiy and often, though cer- 
tainly not always, his practice that we have to test the 
achievements of his compatiiots. But the danger is that in 
doing so we should lapse into an easy disappioval of that 
“lich passion ... for extremes” which James praised on his 
own grounds but which may be seen opciating to advantage 
on other grounds too. 
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Chapter II 

BROCKDEN BROWN’S 
MELODRAMAS 


Wieland 

The novels of Charles Brockdcn Biown are rather severely 
limited in their style, tone, and subject matter by the spe* 
cial genius of their authoi, a genius which was profound 
but narrow. Neveitheless these novels strikingly illustrate 
some of the generalizations made in the preceding chapter. 
Although there is little or no pastoral feeling in Brown, 
melodrama— the other main element of American romance, 
as this was defined above— is vividly present in his novels. 
Brown was the fiist writer of fiction in this countiy to use 
melodrama significantly and he was thus a genuine pre- 
cursor of the later romance-novelists. 

Between 1798 and 18O1 Charles Brockden Brown wrote 
six noyels^Wiehnd, or The Transformation; Ormond; Ed-* 
gar Huntly, Arthur Mervyn; Clara Howard, and Jane Tal- 
bot The general opinion that Wieland is the best of these 
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productions is conect, foi it is indeed a book full of beauty 
and hoiror Wiehnd is also a very considerable intellectual 
accomplishment, although like Brown's other novels, it is 
an impetuous and uneven woxk, As a novelist Brown has 
many faults, and these faults aie the ones usually associated 
with ''Gothic" fiction, the genre with which Brown begins 
and from which he depaits in ceitain ways that become 
significant m i elation to the later development of the novel 
in America. One often finds in his books a sententious dull- 
ness alternating with rather ill-conceived sensational hap- 
penings and absuid postuiings of character and rhetoric. 
Even in Wieland the writing tends to be hasty and careless. 
His plots, though undoubtedly exciting in Wieland and 
Edgar Huntly, are generally ill-made, and he leaves obvious 
mistakes and incongiiuties uncorrected. But Biown had an 
authentic genius that well meiited the enthusiasm felt for 
his writing by Shelley, Keats, and Hazhtt, as well as by 
Cooper and Hawthorne. He was a minor master of shock- 
ing realism, as m his scenes of city life in Philadelphia. The 
portraits of Constantia Dudley in Ormond and of the hero- 
ines of his last two novels show his considerable knowledge 
of the feminine sensibility, and it may be that in this he 
was not sui passed among American novelists until the 
emergence of Henry James, (which, however, is not saying 
much— m view of the general inability of American novelists 
such as Cooper, Hawthorne, and Melville to diaw sympa- 
thetically realistic poi traits of women). But Brown's true 
forte was melodrama of a sort that allowed him to advance 
beyond the Gothic novel and to inaugmate that peculiar 
vision of things we often find in American fiction— a vision 
of things that might be described as a heightened and mys- 
teriously portentous representation of abstract symbols and 
ideas on the one hand and, on the other, of the involutions 
of the private psyche. Brown's genuine though abortive 
originality can be attributed to qualities which he himself 
said should appear in any successful novel: *Torce of mind" 
and “intellectual energy." These qualities, together with his 
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sheer novelistic talent, entitle him to an important place at 
the beginning of the tradition of the American novel. He 
is, as Malcolm Cowley has noted, the originator of that 
strand of dark romance that runs thiough the tradition. 

Wieland reflects, though not oppressively so, the influ- 
ences which formed Bi own’s bookish mind. The radical 
spirit of the time into which he was born strongly appealed 
to him, and he early became acquainted with French phi- 
losophy and political doctrine. His ideas were further 
shaped by Godwin’s Political Ju^iice (1793) and Mary 
Wollstonecraft’s Rights of Women (1792), and his fictions 
show an impassioned response to Godwin’s novel Caleb 
Williams (1794;. Besides considerable leading of the great 
English authors and of the Greeks and Romans (of whom, 
however, he shows only a provincial understanding) he was 
well versed in the sentimental novel of Richardson, the 
Gothic novels of Mrs. Radclifl:e, and the so-called doctrmal 
novels of Bage and Holcroft, The culture of Rousseau and 
the poetic mysteries of romantic Germany permeate the 
rural seat of the Wieland family on the banks of the 
Schuylkill. 

In the Richardsonian manner the story of Wieland is told 
in the form of an extended letter or memoir by a woman 
whose hand trembles at the enormity of the incidents she 
must relate but whose couiage is sustained thiough the la- 
bors of composition by the duty to tell the truth and incul- 
cate a moral. Clara Wieland, the sister of the ill-fated titular 
hero of the book, recounts how their father emigrated from 
Germany to America and after establishing a comfortable 
country estate outside Philadelphia, began to show signs 
of being overborne by the religious fanaticism that had suc- 
ceeded the rigorous commercial training of his early years. 
On a hill near the house, overlooking the Schuylkill, he con- 
structs a charming temple m the neo-classic manner, in 
which he prays at noon and at midnight. A baleful gleam 
being seen in this temple one night, his children discover 
that the elder Wieland has been killed either by an un- 
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known assailant who struck him and set fire to his clothes 
or, more probably, by spontaneous combustion, a phe- 
nomenon the probability of which Brown attests to in a 
learned footnote. 

In the ensuing yeais the younger Wieland lives in rustic 
tranquility with his wife Catheiine, his sistei, and his wife’s 
brother, Pleyel. They devote themselves to reading, music, 
philosophic conversation, and the production of amateur 
theatricals. This pleasant intercourse is made profound by 
the reflective Wieland with his stieak of Calvinism, lively 
by Pleyel, who speaks with the gay skepticism of the En- 
lightenment, and delightful by the sensibility and intellec- 
tuality of the ladies. 

But then enters the real hero, or hero-villain, of the piece. 
After exclaiming, “O most fatal and potent of mankind. 

. . . My blood is congealed and my fingers are palsied 
when I call up thy image,” the nariator describes Carwin 
as a man whose shambling gait at first proclaims him an 
uncouth rustic but whose heroic qualities are as quickly to 
be seen in the melancholy, pallid face and the sunken eyes 
with their ^"radiance inexpressibly serene and potent” as 
they are to be heaid in the ravishing, mellifluous tones of 
his voice. There is about him an air of adventure, mystery, 
and eternal wandenng, an air also of being pitiful and 
doomed— he is a close cousin of Schedoni in Mrs. Radcliffe’s 
Italian. 

Unknown to any but himself Carwin is an accomplished 
ventiiloquist, and he begins to practice his art upon his new 
•companions, The mysterious voices, produced by Carwin, 
which Wieland now begins to hear conspiie with increas- 
ing signs that like his father he is falling victim to a religious 
madness. He hears a voice, not produced by Carwin, which 
he thinks is that of God and which demands that he kill 
his wife and children. This he does, and Brown adduces 
evidence that a local Pennsylvania fanner had actually 
killed his family under a similar misapprehension; also in 
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the interest of scientific truth he cites evidence about the 
existence and eflScacy of ventnloquism. One may agree 
with Whittier, who saw in Wieland an eloquent tract 
against religious fanaticism, that the “transformation scene'* 
in which Wieland receives the command from God is 
“scarcely exceeded” in “sublime horror” by “the masters of 
Greek tragedy.” But unfortunately the theme of the mad- 
ness of a family loses in Brown’s hands most of its tragic 
impact because the center of the stage is so much usurped 
by the putative seduction of Clara by Carwin. 

Impelled by sensuality but more so by an uncontrollable 
curiosity, Carwin, after seducing Clara’s maid, takes to 
snooping systematically among the diaries and other per- 
sonal belongings which he discovers in her house. He ter- 
rifies her at night by simulating undiscoverable voices which 
threaten rape and murder. He poisons the mind of Pleyel, 
with whom she is in love, against her. But at the end Carwin 
saves her in her bedroom by utteiing an apparently divine 
command to the shaggy maniac Wieland not to kill her, a 
mission which, having escaped from prison, he is about to 
accomplish. Wieland then kills himself with the penknife 
which Clara has been planning to use either on herself or 
on Carwin whenever he chooses to make the ultimate de- 
mand upon her, which, however, he never gets around to 
do. 

Clara has had ambivalent opinions of Carwin all along 
and seems oddly drawn to him even when she suspects him 
of systematically warping her brothers mind and leading 
him to murder his wife and children. He has little difficulty 
in convincing her in an extended soliloquy in the last pages 
of the book that if he is a criminal he is a high-minded 
one whose actual crimes are venial, being merely the result 
of a certain necessary unscrupulousness in the choice of 
means to ends which are honorable or even utopian. She 
is ready to accept his bohemianism, his Rousseauistic emo- 
tional freebootery, his voyeurism, and his ventriloquial mis- 
deeds because they seem to be akin to scientific method 
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and to be sanctioned by ends vaguely but excitingly sug- 
gestive of revolutionary moral and political ideals. 

Of the nature of these ideals we learn something in a 
fragment called Memoirs of Cat win, the Biloqmst, appar- 
ently intended as a pait of Wieland but not published until 
1803-4. As a youth without prospects in Ireland, Caiwin 
had been taken up by the aiistocrat Ludloe, a man of radi- 
cal opinions who belongs to a revolutionaiy movement, 
much akin to the inveited Jesuitiy of the Society of the 
Illuminati, which flourished clandestinely in Euiope before 
the French Revolution and in which Biown was interested. 
With the air rather of a Nietzsehean free spirit than of a 
bouigeois libertarian, Ludloe teaches his pupil to practice 
a self-inteiested immoialism in all immediate matters, to 
disdain all bourgeois opinions and institutions, and to sub- 
mit himself to those “y^ars of solicitude and laboui” after 
which be may hope to soai ‘above vulgar heads,” approxi- 
mate “djvine attributes, and presciibe the condition of a 
large portion of mankind.” The utopian villain lepresented 
by Carwin and Ludloe is Brown s most striking modifica- 
tion of the conceptions of Godwin. Brown adopted some- 
thing of Godwin’s headlong style, his Gothic effects, his 
sententiousness, and his theme of the impoverished prot6g6 
and the villainous master. What Biown added was the 
high-minded, utopian tone and an implied disappioval of 
the way in which innocent persons, like Claia in Wieland 
(and Constantia Dudley in Ormond), aie cold-bloodedly 
used as objects of experiment by relentlessly rational vil- 
lains. Many changes were to be rung on this note, without 
altenng its original meaning, m the fictions of Poe, Haw- 
thorne, and James. 

To be sure, it is the humanitarian Brown who disapproves 
of Carwin and Ludloe, on other sides of his character he 
clearly admiies them and thinks of them as persons who 
will appeal to readers who have “soaring passions and in- 
tellectual energy” and will agree with him that in selecting 
subjects for novels “the chief point is not the virtue of a 
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charactei. The prime regard is to the genius and force of 
mind that is displayed. Great energy employed in the pro- 
motion oi VICIOUS purposes, constitutes a very useful spec- 
tacle.” Useful no doubt, but moral consideiations aside, one 
notes that Brown could not help putting something of him- 
self into his hero- Viliams. They share certain qualities of the 
novelist, Caiwm “early discovered in himself a remarkable 
facility in imitating the voice and gestures of others' ; they 
all have a consuming cunosity which makes them pitiless 
observeis, and they tend to be adept at mystification and 
disguise. 


Edgar Huntly 

Edgar Huntly is an exciting novel, second in importance 
.among Bi own's works to Wieland. In this book Brown is 
able to practice again his skill at uniting swift action (of 
which there is raoie here than m the other novels) with 
abnormal psychological states, philosophical reflection, and 
a haunted nocturnal atmosphere. In his Preface, Brown pro- 
claims his impatience with the Gothic novel and its Euro- 
pean lumber of castles, monks, and dungeons and resolves" 
to use native materials without loss of effect Cast somewhat 
in the form of a detective story— formally at least, the ques- 
tion ail the way through is who killed Waldegrave, the 
friend of Huntly— Bi own's novel breaks into two loosely re- 
lated parts. The first and less interesting recounts the origin 
of Chthero, a Carwin without intellectual talents who has 
fled to America from a scene of murder m Ireland (which 
is, one gathers, a nest of villainy). Although innocent, 
Clitheio is insane and takes to walking about the country- 
side in his sleep, hiding in caves and sobbing; apparently 
by the power of suggestion, Huntly also becomes a sleep- 
walker, a device of which very effective use is made by the 
author. The second part of the book recounts the adventures 
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of Huntly as he wandeis m the woods seeking Clithero, 
Theie aie stirimg scenes, compounded of violence, horror, 
and shocking lealism, and involving pantheis and maraud- 
ing Induuis—nor is the force of the naiiative lost by the 
rather obvious impiobabilities. In the Preface to The Spy 
Cooper, who paid high tribute to Wieland. scoffed at 
Huntly’s luiid encountei in a cave with the panther and 
the Indians. Yet the scene is fully the equal of some of 
Coopei's own, and theic can be no doubt that the author 
of the Leather-Stocking tales profited by Brown s example. 
Indeed this scene and those related to it (beginning at 
Chapter XVI) are among the most oiiginal and influential 
in early American literatuie, as the reader may be led to 
think who compaies Huntly’s experience of waking up in 
the daik at the bottom of the cave and not knowing where 
he IS with the similar happening in Poe’s The Pit and the 
Pendulum. And ceitainly Edgar Huntly, with its setting 
of remote faims, of rugged hills, forested valleys, swift 
streams, bogs, fens, eaves, precipices, sudden storms and 
night winds, hidden tiails, and Indian retreats, successfully 
claims the Ameiican wilderness for fiction and does much 
to justify the author’s idea that '‘he who shall examine ob- 
jects with his own eyes, who shall employ the Euiopean 
models merely for the improvement of his taste, and adapt 
his fiction to all that is genuine and peculiai in the scene 
before him, will be entitled at least to piaise of originality.” 

When he dissociates himself fiom “Gothic” lomance in 
the Preface of Edgar H unthj, Brown of course refers to the 
works of writers like Mis. Radchffe, Monk Lewis, and God- 
win. In Wieland he had used some of the moie or less mere- 
tricious techniques of this second-rate, if also sometimes ex- 
citing and effective fiction. It is possible to think of Edgar 
Huntly as a Gothic fiction in the sense that it retains the 
Gothic tone, the highly wrought effect of honoi, surprise, 
victimization, and the striving for abnormal psychological 
states, even though the action has been “naturalized,” sc 
to speak, by being staged m the American countryside. 
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In current usage the word “Gothic'" is sometimes applied 
to other American noveis—for example, Melville’s Fierre or 
Faulkner’s Absalom, Absalom! The term has taken on a 
geneial meaning beyond the Mrs. Radcliife kind of thing 
and is often used rather loosely to suggest violence, mys- 
teries, improbabilities, moibid passions, inflated and com- 
plex language of any sort. It is a useful woid but since, 
m its geneial refeience, it becomes confused with “melo- 
diama,” it seems sensible to use “melodrama” for the gen- 
eial categoiy and leserve “Gothic” for its more limited 
meaning. The Gothic novel descended mainly from the 
melodrama of the late Elizabethan and Jacobean stage 
And thus histoucally as well as moiphologically, “Gothic,” 
as it applies to the novel, appears to be a subdivision of 
“melodrama.” 


A Note on Melodrama 

It has long been the custom of criticism to praise Brown 
as a realist, to speak highly of his descriptions of city life 
and the ravages of yellow fever m Ormond and Arthur 
Mervyn, to commend his knowledge of the feminine sensi- 
bility, and to deprecate his sensationalism and his mysteiies 
wheiever these aie not carefully attributed to some natural 
causation. This makes good sense, since Brown more often 
than not intended to succeed, and often did so, a"? a lealist. 
And the principle that the history of the novel has been 
and will be allied with the fate of realism in the arts gen- 
erally is a necessary one. Nevertheless Browns elevated 
rhetoric and his melodramatic effects forecast much that is 
admirable in Poe, Hawthorne, Melville, Faulkner, and even 
James. 

In bis Main Currents of American Thought Pariington 
regards the melodrama in Brown’s novels as the dioss which 
unhappily sullies the gold of realism. He deplores the in- 
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fluence of this melodrama and is soiry that Brown thus con- 
tributed to “distorting the giowth of native fiction for half 
a century.” Like many modern ciitics of Ameiican litera- 
ture, Parungton evidently regards a penchant foi melo- 
drama as evidence of retrogi ade views m morals and poli- 
tics, although, if we lemember the example of Euripides, 
Mailowe, and Dickens, we may think melodrama as good 
a vehicle foi radical opinions as it proves to be for con- 
servative ones in Dostoevski, Conrad, and James. The fact 
IS that most people use the word “melodiama” only in the 
oppiobiious sense. Yet melodrama is an ancient and hon- 
01 able, if easily degiaded, form, and the Ameucan novel 
cannot be understood without some attention to its meth- 
ods. 

The world of WieJand is melodramatically conceived. It 
is an abruptly duahstic, Mamchaean woild, there being a 
whiff of bnmstoiie about the villain and of divinity in the 
titular hero. It is clear, fmthermorc, that the radical di- 
chotomy of things will never be lesolved by the merely for- 
mal belief of the chaiacteis in their deism and rationalism 
but can be escaped only by transcendent experiences of 
horror, heioism, love, or death. As is usual in melodiama, 
there is a ciuel victimization. Theie is also a strict conven- 
tionalism which creates a tension betw^een itself and the vio- 
lent indeterminacy of events. In Wieland emotions are con- 
veiitionahzed, they axe poweiful but there aie only a few 
of them, and the characteis are always passing abiuptly 
from the depths of despair and honor to heights of joy and 
rapture. The language too is highly fonnalized and often 
stilted. But wheicas there is some sense in the complaint 
that Blown writes “he had not escaped the amorous con- 
tagion” instead of “he fell in love,” this is leally to miss the 
point. A stately and elevated language, like the measures 
of a classic ballet, is as useful in the aesthetic economy of 
the book as is the tireless rationalism of the conveisation. 
The 1 elated complaint that Brown's characters are not 
realistic may also becloud the fact that the melodramatic 
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method demands characteis of a somewhat abstract and 
conventionalized soit, so that in the extiemities of the ac- 
tion they become less human beings than loci of the clash 
of ideas and forces. Finally, one may note a remarkable 
modernity in the fact that Brown conceives of politics as 
a melodramatic action, although he fails to make much use 
of this idea It was to be fuither exploited, tentatively by 
Hawthorne m The Blithedale Romance , more fully by 
James in The Princess Casamassinia> the only political melo- 
drama by an Amencan which will bear compaiison with 
those of Dostoevski, Conrad, and Malraux, 

Although not a writei of the first rank, Brown made an 
important contribution to the Amencan novel. Not only did 
he “natuialize"’ the spirit of melodrama by showing how this 
form might be applied to native materials and a native set- 
ting and thus give a new tone and significance to the stand- 
ard effects of melodramatic fiction. More important than 
this achievement was his demonstration of the uses— aes- 
thetic, psychological, and intellectual— to which melodrama 
may be put. For it is m the skillful use of this relatively 
inferior ait foim for purposes beyond the rendibon of ex- 
travagant and sensational happenings that the American 
novelists have excelled. They have known, for example, how 
to take advantage of the abstractness of melodrama and its 
capacity to evoke ultimates and absolutes, in order to 
dramatize theological, moral, and less fiequently political 
ideology. In the capacity of this literary form to adduce 
opposites and contraiies, they have seen the chance to cre- 
ate effective ironies. And in its capacity to elicit in its pe- 
culiarly sti iking way the dark side of consciousness they 
have discovered new ways to evoke complex mental and 
emotional states and new dramatic contexts for psycho- 
logical and moral analysis. 

The several uses to which melodiama may be put partly 
account for the anomaly noted in Chaptei I, where the ob- 
servation was made that many Amencan novels have great 
“complexity of feeling'" but that they also have simplified 
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characters and events. Melodrama has offered to the Ameri- 
can novelists a simplified set of conventions, and all through 
our literary history there has been produced a vast body 
of inferior fiction by foi gotten authors who made no use 
of this genre beyond the evocation of sensation or sentiment. 
But It IS not enough to say of the great noveiists—such as 
Hawthorne, Melville, James, and Faulkner, all of whom are 
dimly forecast in the novels of Brown—that they became 
great by transcending melodrama, thereby becoming genu- 
inely tragic or comic writers. One must also add that they 
became great by discovering or rediscovering those special 
uses of melodrama noted above and that these uses of 
melodrama have enhanced an admittedly complex art. This 
IS only to say that they have done in their concerted and 
characteristic way what the poets from Sophocles to Dante 
and Shakespeare and the novelists from Balzac and Sten- 
dhal to Dickens and Conrad have always known how to do. 

The highest form of art is doubtless tragedy or that seri- 
ous kind of comedy that approaches tragedy. But only oc- 
casionally and under the most favoiable circumstances does 
tragedy emerge from the all but universal and perennial 
context of melodrama; for example, from many points of 
view a majority of the '^tragedies'' of the Athenian stage 
seem really to be melodramas. Roughly one may say that 
tragedy does not emerge out of melodrama until a notable 
and fully rounded character significantly resists the dire ac- 
tions of the plot. The American novel abounds in striking 
but rather flatly conceived figureS'-irom Natty Bumppo, 
Hester Prynne, and Captain Ahab on down to Henry Flem- 
ing, Frederic Henry, Joe Christmas, and Thomas Sutpen-* 
but with certain exceptions mostly to be found in the novels 
of James, Dreiser and Faulkner, it has been poor m notable 
and fully rounded characters. 

There ai*e perhaps many reasons why melodrama should 
be so prominent in American literature. Some of them are 
suggested in Chapter I. Here one may point out that the 
^"naturalistic” appioach to the novel followed what may be 
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called very generally the Calvinist approach of the pre- 
Civil- War writers. Since the naturalistic novel (see Chapter 
IX on Norns) is close to the spirit, though certainly not the 
letter, of deterministic science, what happened was that a 
new imagination emerged which seemed to be radically dif- 
ferent from the older one but was m many ways similar 
to it— in the sense that both imaginations conceive of hu- 
man beings not as heroes but as victims of dire, intractable, 
and contradictory forces. 

To this may be added that melodrama is suitable to writ- 
ers who do not have a firm sense of living m a culture. 
The American novehsts tend to ideology and psychology; 
they are adept at depictmg the largest public abstractions 
and the smallest and most elusive turn of the inner mind. 
But they do not have a fiim sense of a social arena where 
ideology and psychology find a concrete representation and 
are seen in their fullest human significance. It is this thick 
collaboration of the strands of human expenence which 
makes a “culture” and it is in this sense a culture or the il- 
lusion of one that makes the context of tragedy. Without it 
you have melodrama, which might be called tragedy in a 
vacuum. What generates significance in a tragedy is the re- 
sistance which a culture and the hero who is its type are 
able to offer to forces finally beyond human control. And 
the resistance must be active; it must bring the contradic- 
tions of experience to rest, even if at the moment of defeat, 
in a newly confirmed awareness of man’s power of univer- 
sally significant moral action. It cannot afford to be, like 
the resistance commonly depicted in American novels, pas- 
sive, stoic, and private. Yet, as I have tried to point out, 
there are certain advantages in letting these forces go un- 
resisted, advantages which in the hands of a master can 
ensure a brilliant and profound narrative art. 
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Chapter III 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF 
COOPER 


Opinion as to the value of Fenimore Cooper s novels has 
varied maikedly in this country, although abroad he has 
always enjoyed a reputation as an original American clas- 
sic. In the past we have been embarrassedly self-conscious 
about Cooper, as we have been about American cultuie it- 
self, a feeling made worse by Cooper s being the first of 
our major wnters and, as such, presenting a special claim 
to significance. This claim has been amply requited in the 
standard histones of American literature, the authors of 
which, although they have generally pointed out the de- 
fects of Cooper’s style, have not failed to respond favorably 
to the gieat dull imposing importance of his books. 

It was this quasi-officml overestimation of Cooper that 
irked and baflSied Mark Twain. And the extreme disagree- 
ment about Cooper is well mirrored m the contrast between 
M^rk Twain’s “Fenimore Cooper’s Literary Offenses” and 
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the three adulatory utteiances by Thomas Lounsbury, 
Brander Matthews, and Wilkie Collins he quotes at the be- 
ginning of his essay. Besides being a famous burlesque 
Mark Twain’s essay is a serious though limited piece of 
criticism (which I will have occasion to mention later). 
Meanwhile, one is content to notice the abyss between 
Wilkie Collins’s idea that "Cooper is the greatest artist in the 
domain of romantic fiction yet pioduced m America” and 
Mark Twain’s specification of the hteiary rules Cooper vio- 
lates. These rules require, among other things, that "the 
personages m the tale shall be alive, except in the case of 
corpses, and that always the reader shall be able to tell the 
corpses from the others. Bui this detail has been overlooked 
in the Deerslayer tale.” Between these two extremes there 
have always been readers of Cooper who can enjoy him 
simply as a story-teller, a writer of romances and adventure 
tales, without worrying too much about literary offenses. 

One reader who confesses to being able to read Cooper 
in tliis pleasurable way is D. H. Lawrence And yet in his 
Studies in Classic American Literatwe Lawrence went on 
to explain not only the pleasure he found in Cooper but 
also the impoitance of Cooper as a kind of mythic demiurge 
or Homer of American literatuie. He saw in Natty Bumppo, 
Chingachgook, and their associates in the Leather-Stocking 
tales a new product of the poetic imagination. He saw that 
although the "American Scott” was influenced by the Wa- 
verley novels, he was an original and that his real descend- 
ants were not Amencan Bulwer-Lyttons and American Ste- 
vensons but such writers as Melville. Lawrence’s ideas* 

* Opinion about Cooper during the last twenty years, when it 
has been interesting at all, has had to be in one way or another 
an elaboration or revision of Lawrence Lawrence’s approach to 
American literature, which may be described variously as his- 
torical, cultural, or mythic, has been congenial to those modem 
critics who have not devoted themselves merely to textual 
analysis. The recent critical effort has responded to the tone of 
the times, and tlie times have been all in favor of the reassessment 
of the Amencan past and a consolidation of knowledge and 
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gained more credence because, without mentioning it, he 
clearly agrees with most of the allegations of Mark Twain's 
essay He says, in effect, Yes, yes, that is all true, but ob- 
serve that out of the welter of liteiary defects and absurdi- 
ties there emerges an ouginal conception of the life of man 
and its significance which will be mirrored again and again 
in the woiks of later Ameiican authors, not excluding 
Huckleberry Finn, 

There are over thirty Cooper novels in which to observe 
literary offenses. None of them is free of the posturings, 
arid rhetoric, and inert inventoiies for which the author is 
notouous. He had some of the gifts of the true novelist and 
more of those of the romancer, and these gifts often serve 
him well over the short run. Usually his successes are scored 
in scenes of Intense and violent action, he excels with am- 
buscades, combats, iSights and pursuit, and all forms of for- 
est melodrama. He is very good, too, at nocturnal terror 
and mystery. He is unsurpassed at rendeimg the panoramic 
effects suggested to him by the sea or by the American 

opinion about it. The underlying spint of this cntical effort has 
been similar to that which inspired Van Wyck Brooks and liis 
contemporaries during the decade or more after 1915 to * redis- 
cover Ainenca'' and to redefine the "usable past.” This spirit was 
wliat moved Lawrence lumself, his book, which had all the con- 
siderable advantages of being written by a sympathetic but 
critical foreigner, was published m 1922. History has fully 
justified the critics involved m this first penod of reassessment 
and consolidation Of tlie second penod of historical cnticism— 
that of the last fifteen years—it can at least be said that it has 
had the advantages of its defects. If the defects have been 
pedantry, academicism, lack of interesting moral and political 
ideas, and a tendency toward religiosity and gentility, the ad- 
vantages have been the accomplishment of a good deal of useful 
scholarly and cntical journeywork, a conc'ertedness of effort, 
and an ability to place a convincing histoncal foundation under 
the valuable intuitions of wnters like Lawrence, Brooks, and 
Constance Rourke These critics and their contemporanes give 
an impiession of brilliance but also of a sort of messianic in- 
stability and prophetic intuitiveness. It is now possible to see 
tiiO American past in a somewhat more solid historical context 
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forest and prame. He can do acceptably well with a pro- 
fessional assassin on the sinister byways of Venice, as in The 
Erato, a prince living as a heimit in a Roman rum in Ger- 
many, as in The Heidenmauer, with John Paul Jones elud- 
ing the British men-of-\\ar on the stormy Noith Sea, as m 
The Pilot, with George Washington seen fleetingly at night 
through the window of a cabin in the mountains, as in The 
Spy. Above all, of course, he can do magnificently with 
Natty Bumppo in the foiest or on the lake or the piairie. 

Usually his rendition ol chaiactei and setting is unsatis- 
factory. In characterizing his people he makes the mistake 
of reporting their etiquette instead of their manners and of 
judging their propriety instead of their morals. His char- 
acters, especially his ‘'females,” as he always calls them, are 
usually sticks. He offers us a great many details about the 
ship, the house, the carriage, or the town his people are 
in. And yet unless he has been able to set some swift in- 
trigue or combat in motion, the setting remains— ev^n when 
thoroughly inventoried— scattered and inert, and fails to de- 
velop into that “enveloping action” which in a coherent 
novel the setting should be. 

Not only are Cooper s novels disorganized technically. It 
was inevitable, given the time and place in which Cooper 
wrote, that the culture his novels depict should also be dis- 
organized. As Yvor Winters says, Cooper’s writings are “a 
mass of fragments . . . but the fragments are those of a 
civilization.” They are the fragments of a civilization in this 
way at least: that they established for later writers certain 
images of American culture and proposed certain ideologi- 
cal and aesthetic ways of understanding American life and 
representing it. If Cooper is of only secondary importance 
as an artist, he is of the first importance both as a creator 
and critic of culture. In his novels and other writings he 
was both the analyst and the visionary of American condi- 
tions. There was always in the back of his mind the idea 
that each of his novels was a “letter to his countrymen” 
(the title of one of his studies of the difference between 
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European and American culture) He wanted to be the 
spokesman of his country, as well as its severest critic, and 
he thought of his novels as public acts. 

Exactly because he conceived of his duty as public and 
national, and also, of course, because^ he was among the 
first on the scene. Cooper was able to formulate some of 
the principal attitudes and dilemmas of American fiction. 
These we see expressed not only in the novels but also in 
the didactic cultural studies like Notions of tJie Americans, 
But for our purposes these attitudes and dilemmas can best 
be bi ought out by a consideration of two of Coopers most 
characteristic novels, Satanstoe and The Prairie— reserving 
The Prairie for last (even though The Prairie is early and 
Satanstoe late Cooper) because it is a part of the Leather- 
Stocking senes, for which Cooper was correct in thinking 
postenty would value him most highly. 


Satanstoe 

This novel was published in 1845, l^he first volume of a 
tnlogy which later included The Chainbearer (a reference 
to the measuring chain of land surveyors) and The Red- 
skins, The trilogy was conceived as a protest against the 
Anti-Rent agitations of the 1840^3, which threatened to 
break up the landed estates of Westchester and the Hudson 
Valley. Cooper wanted to demonstrate the social and cul- 
tural advantages to democracy of private estates and aris- 
tocratic families, and to this end he set out to recount the 
history of the Littlepage family. Satanstoe relates the for- 
tunes of the family in colonial days and particularly, as the 
author says m his Preface, "the early career, the attachment, 
the marriage, etc., of Mr. Cornelius Littlepage.” The Pref- 
ace makes it all sound like a very formidable piece of his- 
tory, but we are led to hope (and we are not entirely dis- 
appointed) that the hand of the novehst will be felt, by 
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the announcement that the author will stress the ‘'capri- 
cious and uncalculated passions, motives, or impulses'" of 
men and women rather than the “philosophical agencies” 
that interest historians. 

The novel offers us a careful, loving, and interesting, if 
labored, study of manners m a very attractive provincial 
setting, plus a dangeious sleigh ride on the ice of the Hud- 
son River (one of the best episodes in all of Cooper) and 
a skirmish between the young hero and the Hurons in the 
wilderness of northern New York after the battle of Ticon- 
deroga. 

The persons of the novel are types. There is Jason New- 
combe, the Yankee-Puntan schoolteacher from Connecti- 
cut, who sums up the characteristics Cooper tended in sa- 
tirical moments to associate with the New Englanders. 
Newcombe, although he has courage and a ceitam cold 
probity, is narrow-minded, canting, awkward, calculating, 
joyless, and quite without reverence for life, tradition, or 
station. By way of welcome contrast, Cooper introduces us 
to three diffeient social groups. There is first the West- 
chester aristocracy, represented by the Littlepage family, 
to whom the young scion, Corny, was born in 1737 at the 
family manse, called Satanstoe. They are of English descent 
and they have the manners and sentiments of tiaditional 
landholders. They love their houses, their orchards, their 
Negro servants; they pay heartfelt homage to the Ciown. 
Compared with the New Englanders, they live genially and 
easily. Their typical clergyman, the Reverend Mr. Worden, 
goes to cockfights, loves wine and gentlemanly fiolics. Then 
there is the Rockland County Dutch-American aristocracy, 
the Van Valkenburgs, who live very much like the Little- 
pages but. are appropriately stolid, sticklers for detail, given 
to rare spells of hard drinking and unbridled adventure. 
There is also the Albany aristocracy, represented by Guert 
Ten Eyck. These people resemble the Littlepages and Van 
Valkenburgs, except that being close to the frontier they 
are a little rougher and less educated. 
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The English soldier m the colonies is represented by 
Bulstrode, he is manly, clever, rich~a kind of ideal Eng- 
lishman, in fact. But he lacks a certain delicacy or subtlety 
which the Americans have and which makes it impossible 
for him to understand why he is rejected by the heroine 
of the novel, Anneke Mordaunt. (Cooper instructs us to 
pronounce his heroine’s name On-a-kay ) As for Anneke, 
she IS one of the very few Cooper heroines who show any 
spark of life. She is appealing, virtuous, blushing, deco- 
rously ardent. It takes a desperate situation m a log fortress 
surrounded by Hurons to extract from her an expression of 
passionate interest in the hero. 

Satanstoe has a section about the genteel life in Man- 
hattan which gives some sense of what that must have been 
like in pi e-Re volutionary times. There is, for example, that 
standard delight of novehsts, a scene involving amateur 
dramatics. Bulstrode excels at tliis pastime, but in his rough 
English way he does not perceive the maidenly disapproval 
of The Beaux* Stiatagem manifested by Anneke’s silence 
aftei the performance. Also in Manhattan the young peo- 
ple witness the Negro saturnalia known as the Pinkster fes- 
tival and, presumably, react to it in various ways; but this 
is a great disappointment to the reader who, through an 
unpardonable novelist’s error, is only told about the festival 
and not allowed to see it. (The same thing happens in 
The Headsman, where Cooper reports, somewhat more in 
detail to be sure, the Christianized pagan festival of the 
vine at Vevey but fails to use it to ennch our sense of the 
life in the novel, as a more coherent novelist would do— 
Hemingway, for example, with his festival of the bullfight 
at Pamplona in The Sun Also Rises ) 

I have concentrated at what may seem too great length 
on the characters and social groups of Satanstoe because 
these are what Cooper himself is interested in. He is de- 
fending the way of life that makes these people possible 
and gives them their manners as well as their aristocratic 
sense of duty and honor. The plot is slight. It involves car- 
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rying out the duty of tlie Littlepages to take the long view 
of the destiny of the family. To this end, Corny and his 
companions biave the haidships of the forests and moun- 
tains in order to stake out a vast tract of land north of Al- 
bany. After doing this, and meeting with some of the pre- 
dictable contretemps of the Hui on-infested wilderness, 
Corny settles down with Anneke into the admirable (but 
unknown to them, doomed) way of life Cooper has given 
them. 

Cooper was well aware of the formidable diflBculties fac- 
ing the novelist of manners and morals in America. In No- 
tions of the Amencans he complained, as Brockden Brown 
had befoie him and Hawthorne and James vveie to do after 
him, about the ‘poverty of materials'". 

There is scarcely an ore which contributes to the wealth 
of the author, that is found, here, in veins as iich as in 
Europe. There are no annals for the histonan; no follies 
(beyond the most vulgar and commonplace) foi the sat- 
irist; no manneis for the diamatist; no obscure fictions 
for the writer of lomance; no gross and hardy offences 
against decorum for the moralist; nor any of the rich ar- 
tificial auxiliaries of poetry. 

He added that American institutions, contrary to what 
might be supposed, were not “favoiable to novelties and 
variety.” He lamented the fact that all Amencans tended 
to behave like all othei Amencans and thus to offer little 
by way of dramatic spectacle or psychological interest to 
the novelist. 

Cooper concluded that it was the business of the Ameri- 
can writer to discover new sources of fiction, cut off as he 
was from so many of those sources that had nourished the 
European novel One solution was to do what Satanstoe 
docs, conccntiate on one of the fc'‘V places and times in 
American lu-^torv which pr<‘serve(^ to some extent the set- 
tled iLidjiional hfc of luial Engl.ipd But Satanstoe is rather 
llim fare compared with aiiv numbei of English novels of 
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rural manners. And there seem to be at legist tv^^o reasons 
why tins should be so. For one thing, the anstocratic life 
m Amenca, even in 1758 (when the action of Satanstoe 
occurs), had lost some of its color in the clear Amencan 
air, and, for another. Cooper had more desire than ability 
to render fully even such life as there was m the Littlepage 
family. Still, there is in this late novel a new relaxation and 
geniality about the author, a new readiness to observe the 
way people look, act, and speak There is a loving sense 
of fact that humanizes to some extent Cooper s high sen* 
tentiousness and modulates his rigid, gentlemanly style (for 
Cooper, in the words of D H. Lawrence, ‘Svas a gentleman 
in the worst sense”) Cooper s novel does after all recaptuie 
a wav of life that sticks m the memory of anj'one who has 
read the book sympathetically. 

Satanstoe suggests but does not present fully the funda* 
mental contiadiction of Coopei s thought, a contradiction 
which becomes the vital paradox at the source of his pow* 
ers as a romancer. The forest sequences of the novel imply 
that the ideal young man of the New World, though his 
values will be foimed by a traditional society, will also be 
at home on the margins of society w'here all social values 
disappear and are replaced by a strict code of the woods, 
which entails skill m the lore of the hunt, honor in personal 
conduct, piety toward nature, stoic forbearance, a sort of 
programmatic masculinity, and celibacy. This is the habitat 
and the code of Cooper s most vivid hero. Natty Bumppo 
—or, as he is variously called, Leathei -Stocking, Deerslayer, 
Long Rifle, Pathfinder, and Hawk-Eye. Cooper thus has 
two very different heroes in Corny Littlepage and Natty 
Bumppo. Tiue, theie are formal similarities between the 
anstocratic morals of the one and the stoic code of the other 
—both involve leligion, both insist on hierarchic values. But 
one of CoopeFs heroes is the product of society and the 
other, though he seems to imply a life not apart from so- 
ciety but on its margins, seems ultimately to deny the whole 
idea of society. 
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In short, Cooper found it necessary in Ameiica to be both 
a conservative and an anarchist The vitality of his ro- 
mances, the very form in which he sees things, the actions 
that he is able to make vivid— these stem from the political 
contradiction at the center of his thought. If some of his 
most moving passages are elegiac, it is because the very 
terms m which he conceived the quality of life weie be- 
coming, even as he wrote, historically outmoded. The Anti- 
Rent Laws would of course succeed in bieaking up the 
Westchester estates, leaving little possibility of an heredi- 
tary aristocracy. And as the frontier drove west fiom Albany 
and Cooperstown across the plains and into California, 
there would be no more room for Natty Bumppo and his 
companions. These historical changes, however, did not in- 
validate, as a source of the American novel, the basic con- 
tradiction of Cooper’s mind. In diffeient terms the contra- 
diction between the values of a traditional society and those 
of the lone individual in the marginal hinterland is as much 
a part of Faulkner’s view of things as it was of Cooper’s. 
With some modification the same contiadiction lies behind 
the works of Melville and Mark Twain, among otheis. It 
is clear that crotchety as Cooper’s thinking sometimes was, 
tie exemplified a dilemma, and explored some of the aes- 
thetic uses to which it might be put, that was not peculiar 
to him but was at the heait of Ameiican culture. 


The Prairie 

The five Leather-Stocking novels are The Pioneers ( 1823 ) , 
The Last of the Mohicans (1826), The Prairie (1827), Th^ 
Pathfinder (1840), and The Deerslayer (1841). They re- 
count the life of the hero (although they do much else be- 
sides) from about 1740 to 1806. The chronological or- 
der of what takes place in the novels differs fiom the order 
in which they were written. In The Deerslayer^ Natty 
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Bumppo is a >outh winning his spurs; he matures in The 
Last of the Mohicans and The Pathfinder, grows old in The 
Pioneers, and dies in The Prairie As James Grossman pro- 
poses in his book on Cooper, the reader should proceed 
through the novels in tlie order in which they were wntten. 
This allows him to share m Cooper s sense of discovery as 
the aging, unhappy, already anachronistic hunter of The 
Pioneers is imaginatively recreated in the marvelous youth 
of The Deeislayer, Natty Bumppo begins as a real man, 
and then, by gradual accretion, legendary tales and folklore 
gather about him until finally he and his adventures and 
companions are tiansformed into a geneial myth 

The word ‘"myth” is not easy to define But it is a nec- 
essary and useful woid, and cannot be abandoned. The 
problem of definition is simplified if we notice that the 
novel, ever since it began to take its modern form in the 
seventeenth century, has been pre-eminently a social form 
of literature and that consequently whenever it has taken 
on a mythic component, the myth has been of the pohtical, 
social, or more broadly, the cultm*al sort. For our purposes, 
then, the word myth will not include a metaphysical or 
theological meaning. As it appears in the novel, myth is 
very seldom a way of ordering transcendent knowledge or 
behef. It is a way of sanctionmg and giving significance to 
those crises of human experience which are cultural as well 
as personal, birth, initiation mto life, ideal friendship, mar- 
riage, war against man or nature, death. It gives significance 
to these crises of life by an emotive appeal to the past, to 
the traditions of the culture, or to the superhuman powers 
of heroes. 

In his departures from realism, Cooper is strictly a 
mythic writer. He does not invent complex poetic symbols^ 
as Henry James or Melville sometimes do. He is never the 
allegorist, as Hawthorne sometimes is. Cooper banks on the 
powers of myth to make his narratives vivid and to reaffirm 
and transmit the values he chenshes. 

But are these values really "cultural*? Can we transpose 
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tbem into any imainnctble social form? Do the mythicized 
hie and opinions of Natty Bumppo affect in an> way our 
idea of cultuie'^ The answer to these questions must be ladi- 
callv equivocal, because the significance of the myth of 
Cooper s hero is itseli equivocal, and in fact self-contradic- 
torv. In Its moie conscious and constiuctive meanings, it 
is a myth of cultiue, since the critical episodes in the life 
of ffie heio are those which univei sally involve the life of 
society, no matter what that society may be. Also Cooper s 
own ideal social ordei is imaginatively recaptured and en- 
hanced by the myth— that shared and harmonious social or- 
der in which the hereditaiy auslocracy dwells m its country 
mansions while on the borders of its lands Natty Bumppo 
stalks the forests. Such a culture was momentarily possible 
in eighteenth-century America But since it had become all 
but impossible in the time of Cooper, the myth that en- 
hances and justifies it has perforce to be nostalgic, ironic, 
and self-contradictory. Out of this dilemma come Cooper s 
most powerful feelings, and the myth of the Leather- 
Stocking tales, cultural in intent and in its ideology becomes 
distorted under the pressures of lustory in such a way that 
its ultimate meaning is anti-cultmal. If, Cooper seems to 
say, we cannot have the aristocratic agrarian society, in 
which Cornelius Littlepage and Natty Bumppo are the in- 
tuitive coadjutors and twin ideals, then let us have no so- 
ciety at all. Let us depend on the purely solitary and per- 
sonal viitues of the isolated and the doomed. 

Looking over the Leather-Stocking tales fiom the bird’s- 
eye view, one sees that The Pioneers is the realistic origin 
of Coopers double-faced myth, the point of departure for 
the imaginative reconstruction of the hero’s life. The scene 
is Templeton in 1793, a frontier town in New York based 
on Cooper s recollections of Cooperstown, where he was 
brought up. Natty Bumppo is shown, in the words of Mr. 
Grossman, as a ‘'surly quarrelsome garrulous coarse old 
man^’ who lives unhappily in a squalid cabin on the out- 
skirts of town, shoots deer out of season, gets arrested, and 
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becomes involved in various sordid ways with the encroach- 
ing civilization he hates Chingachgook, once the great No- 
ble Serpent and immaculate companion of Natty, is now 
contemptuously known as Indian John, and is a derelict and 
drunk. The Last of the Mohicans begins to shape the myth, 
celebrating, as it does, the matchless companionship of 
Hawk-Eye and Chingachgook in their mature youth, cele- 
biating also the death of the young Indian heio, Uncas. 
The Prairie is the Gotterdammerung of the senes. The Path- 
finder is about marriage, or rather, since the myth requires 
celibacy, Natty Bumppo’s nanow escape from maniage. 
Natty's sturdy friend Jasper Western finally marries Mabel 
Dunham, so that in accordance with Cooper's divided mind 
on the subject, mainage is sanctioned but the real mythic 
action is the ritual reassertion of celibacy, the purification 
and escape from the taint of sex, imphed by Natty's stoic 
withdrawal from the scene. Jasper Western may be a 
sturdy fellow, but marriage makes him a man of the towns, 
a lesser being, by the highest standards, than the spotless 
bachelor of the woods Deershyer recounts the initiation 
into life of the young hero as he gradually schools himself 
in the skills of his calling and receives the accolade of man- 
hood from those who have gone before him— an initiation 
recapitulated in some ways by Mark Twain's Huckleberry 
Finn, Melville's Ishmael, Hemingway's Nick Adams {In 
Our Time), and Ike McCaslin in Faulkner's The Bear (but 
cf. Chapter VII). 

Thus to isolate the story of Natty Bumppo from the books 
in which he appears is to emphasize how easily he becomes 
a mythic figure, existing, like Don Quixote, apart from any 
and all books. It was certainly Cooper's intention— vaguely 
as he may at first have conceived it— to create such a mythic 
figure. That this is so we gather from the prefaces he wrote 
in 1850 for the Putnam edition of his novels, particularly 
those to The Pioneers and to the Leather-Stocking series 
as a whole. It is true that Cooper did not set out at the 
beginning to write a coherent legend of liis hero in five vol- 
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umes. He even says that the Leather-Stocking tales were 
'"written in a very desultory and inartificial manner.” Yet 
he expresses the general intention which, in reading the se- 
ries of tales and trying to account for their cumulative sig- 
nificance, one supposes him to have had. 

Speaking of TJie Pioneers, Cooper notes that he had been 
correct in calhng it a "descriptive tale,” because it has an 
unusually large element of "literal fact.” He explains that 
this IS because he had lived as a youth in the town which 
makes the setting for the book and so had absorbed much 
of its history and local color. He thinks, however, that so 
much realism "destroys the charm of fiction.” He continues 
by saying that fiction succeeds better "by delineations of 
principles, and of characters in their classes, than by a too 
fastidious attention to onginals.” In the later tales of the 
series he undertakes to supply, particularly to the central 
figure, the generality and ideality missing from The Pio- 
neers. In answer to the question whether Natty Bumppo 
was based on a real man, Cooper says, “in a physical sense, 
difiPerent individuals known to the writer in early life, cer- 
tainly presented themselves as models; but in the moral 
sense this man of the forest is purely a creation.” Not only 
is he conceived as a type and an ideal, but, as Cooper says, 
he is to be accorded whatever significance “can be obtained 
from a poetical view of the subject” Not intended on the 
whole to be realistic novels the Leather-Stocking tales "as- 
pire to the elevation of romance.” And by way of justifica- 
tion for the manner in which life is viewed in these tales 
Cooper cites, not a novelist, but Homer. 

To read the tales in the order in which they were written 
is, as D. H, Lawrence says, to expenence a ''decrescendo 
of reality, and a crescendo of beauty” and to observe the 
creation of a myth. Thus was the grand scheme of the 
Leather-Stocking tales realized as the series progressed, 
whether or not it can be said to have been intended in all 
its details by the author. 

The Prairie has more inner coherence and unity of tone 
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than the other books m the series. The praine itself lends 
Hmty to this novel. We are always aware of the dark, fore- 
boding panorama that surrounds us. The mood of the book 
is autumnal, heavy clouds and dark flights of birds move 
through the sky over the somber, empty, majestic plains— 
‘‘the final gatheiing place of the red men,” as Cooper re- 
marks m his Preface The setting encourages an unwonted 
and very effective use of the panoramic view alternating 
with the close-up scene. So that much of the most anesting 
action generated by the book is the action of the eye itself 
as it follows the contours and perspectives of enormous 
spaces. As usual, the panoramic effects are better than the 
close-up scenes, because when we get close to the charac- 
ters they begin to talk Cooper language to each other. But 
The Fraine has many beautiful if rather stiffly arranged pic- 
toiia! compositions. And this is suitable to Cooper^s com- 
memorative and elegiac tone. The settmg is in felicitous con- 
trast to those in which Natty hves his earlier life— the 
transparent, virginal Lake Glimmerglass m the idyllic Deer- 
slayer or the rugged cliffs, rapids, and forests of The Last 
of the Mohicans As always there are passages of vivid ac- 
tion— a buffalo stampede, a prairie fire, and an Indian bat- 
tle, which alternate with the stately pictorial passages. And 
even this elementary narrative structure— the alternation of 
the active and the static— takes on a moie than usual sig- 
nificance m The Prairie because the imminence of the hero's 
death, as well as his own reflections upon it, leads us to be 
mindful of the mysteries of time and eternity. 

The sense of mortality is strongly asserted both by what 
we see and by the meditations of Natty Bumppo: 

The heavens were, as usual at the season, covered with 
dark, driving clouds, beneath which interminable flocks 
of aquatic birds were again on the wing, holding their 
toilsome and heavy way towards tire distant waters of 
the south. The wind had risen, and was once more sweep- 
ing over the prairie in gusts, which it was often vain to 
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oppose, and then again the blasts would seem to mount 
into the upper air, as if to sport with the drifting vapor, 
whuling and rolling vast masses of dusky and ragged vol- 
umes over each other, in a terrific and yet giand disorder. 
Above the little brake, the flocks of birds still held their 
flight, circling with heavy wings about the spot, stiug- 
gling at times against the torrent of wind, and then fa- 
vored by their position and height, making bold swoops 
upon the thicket, away from which, how^ever, they never 
failed to sail, sci earning m terror, as if apprised, either 
by sight or instinct, that the hour of their voracious do- 
minion had not yet fully arrived. 

Scarcely less powerful is the hero's elegiac oration on the 
passing of life and the pretentious edifices of man, with its 
elevated Biblical diction and its touch of Indian forensic 
style- 

It is the fate of all things to ripen and then to decay. 
The tree blossoms and beais its fruit, which falls, rots, 
withers, and even the seed is lost! . . . There does the 
noble tree fill its place in the forest. . . . Then come the 
winds, that you cannot see, to rive its bark, and the wa- 
ters from heaven to soften its poies, and the rot, which 
all can feel and none can understand, to humble its pride 
and bring it to the ground. From that moment its beauty 
begins to perish. It lies another hundred years, a moulder- 
ing log, and then a mound of moss and arth; a sad effigy 
of a human grave. This is one of your genuine monu- 
ments, though made by a very different power than such 
as belongs to your chiseling masonry^ and after all, the 
cunningest scout of the whole Dahcotah nation might 
pass his life in searching for the spot where it fell, and 
be no wiser when his eyes grew dim, than when they 
were first opened. 

The Frairie furnishes several stirring episodes for Natty 
Bumppo—in this novel always referred to as the old trapper 
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—to become involved in. And the plot, as Henry Nash Smith 
points out, allows the author to bnng together some of the 
human types that mteiest him. As Mr. Smith suggests, it 
is possible to think of Cooper s characteis as ranging be- 
tween the extremes of social life in the New World. They 
range, that is, from the puie child of nature repiesented 
by Hard-Heait, the young Pawnee Apollo, to Inez and Mid- 
dleton, the flowers of aristocracy. Mr. Smith notes the con- 
tradiction involved m Coope/s view^ of the advancing f ion- 
tier, which is good because it reclaims the wilderness m 
the name of civilization but evil because it entails the ex- 
tinction of Hard-Heart. Somewhere toward the lower end 
of the scale we find the old trapper and the remarkable 
Bush family And somewhat higher there are the young 
lovers, Ellen Wade and Paul Hover, solid, healthy, poten- 
tially domestic, middle-class t>pes, of the sort who are often 
young lovers m Cooper’s books. We are never to mistake 
them for the best type of human being, however, since they 
are neither anstocratic nor marginal. Paul Hover is like Jas- 
pei Western m The Pathfinder He does not know the code; 
he is the kind who would be called ‘‘messy” in a Heming- 
way novel. His boyish, undisciplined extroversion is not to 
be countenanced, as we see when he naively blunders about 
an Indian encampment— “straying among the dwellings of 
the ‘Red-skins,’” Cooper coldly leports, “and piymg with 
but little reserve into their domestic economy.” And the au- 
thor adds that “this inquiimg and troublesome spirit found 
no imitators among the Indians. The delicacy and reseiwe 
of Hard-Heait were communicated to his people.” 

Also m The Prairie is Dr. Bat, a scientist-pedant who 
has stepped out of the pages of Smollett or Fielding to in- 
vestigate the flora and fauna of the plains. In Cooper’s 
hands this stock figure becomes even more tiiesome than 
usual, and the comic passages in w^hich he appears are in- 
credibly bad. 

The characters w^ho really matter are (besides the In- 
dians) tile trapper and the Bush family, a wild nomadic 
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crew of squatteis who have reverted to the legendaiy pa- 
triarchal life such as is darkly to be seen m the background 
of the Old Testament. The Bush family is, as Cooper says, 
a “fallen race/' in the sense that on the fiontier they have 
slid back down the scale of cmiization to an aichaic condi- 
tion. And m doing so, Cooper seems coirectly to imply, their 
lawless, coloiful, violent ways will remain a part of the 
Ameiican heritage 

The Bush family is the first sign of human life we see 
moving in the immense landscape Coopei paints at the be- 
ginning of the book. Ishmael Bush, the father of the clan, 
is “a tall, sun-burnt man, past the middle age, of a dull 
countenance and listless manner. His frame appeared loose 
and flexible, but it was vast, and in reality of prodigious 
power.” Although clad m “the coarsest vestments of the hus- 
bandman,” Bush has a touch of barbaric picturesqueness, 
he wears a gaudy silken sash and a cap of marten s fur; 
three worthless watches dangle from his clothes. Bush 
makes a vivid contrast to the large picture in which Cooper 
carefully frames him— a picture of “long, narrow, barren 
perspectives,” following which “the eye became fatigued 
with the sameness and chilling dreariness of the landscape.” 

Traveling westward as evening appi caches, the Bush 
family is suddenly staitled by the appearance, against the 
“flood of fiery light” from the setting sun, of an apparently 
supernatural figure, colossal, musing, and melancholy. As 
the figure comes steadily neaier, it is reduced to human 
size and we behold the old trapper, over eighty now, but 
still hard and alert, still carrying the famous long rifle, still 
speaking, too, with an Indian opulence of metaphor— as 
Ishmael discovers when he has asked how far the old man 
thinks they have come beyond the Mississippi, and is told 
that “A hunted deer could not cool his sides in the Missis- 
sippi, without travelling a weary five hundred miles.” 

At the very end of the book we are to be reminded of 
Natty Bumppo s apparent descent to the earthly scene from 
the light of the setting sun, in the great death scene in the 
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Pawnee camp, where Natt>% who has been stoically await- 
ing the end sitting in a chan at the dooi of a tepee facing 
the setting sun—his dog Hector, now dead and stuflFed, at 
his feet—iises from the chair at the ultimate moment and 
magnificently utteis the cryptic word, ‘"Here^” 

The story of Natty Bumppo is the most interesting part 
of The Frairie. He has come to the plains to escape civiliza- 
tion, and he is haunted by the encioachment of the squat- 
ters and homesteaders, the sound of whose axes he seems 
constantly to hear over the eastern horizon. Squatters like 
the Bush family are the real villains, for underneath the 
colorful barbarism of their appeaiance, they are mean- 
minded matenalists and have no trace of reverence for na- 
ture or man The old tiapper sadly watches them with ex- 
actly the same feehngs aroused in Faulkner’s Ike McCaslin 
by people like the Snopes family. With McCaslm, Natty 
Bumppo ironically reflects on the pnde that leads man to 
think he can possess the earth He reflects, too, on the crime 
of violating the wilderness and on the expiation the crime 
necessitates. But more pessimistic than Faulkner’s hero, he 
sees no possibility of expiation; there is only death and 
forgetfulness. 

As always, Natty’s relations with others are correct and 
ritualistic rather than intimate, and in his advanced age he 
is even more hierophantic, certainly more talkative and sen- 
tentious, than before. Despite the many things we know 
about him, he remains a generic bemg even when he is 
most individual, and although his approaching death ren- 
ders him unwontedly to reminisce about the past, we still 
leam very little, for example, about his earliest days, be- 
yond cryptic references to his father and his boyhood 
among the Moravian missionaries and Delaware Indians. 
His strongest peisonal feeling in his old age seems to be 
his fatherly aflFection for Hard-Heart, a young brave much 
like Chingachgook, but even this human tie is a kind of 
atonement— that is, it remains abstract and ideal. This ab- 
stractness is intended by the author and is not by any means 
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to be thought of as a failure to render a character con- 
cretely. 

D. H. Lawrence found The Prairie “a strange, splendid 
book” m which, as m Frank Norris’s The Octopus, “great 
wings of vengeful doom seem spicad over the west” Law- 
rence saw m Natty Bumppo the archetypal Ameiican and 
concluded that “the essential Ameiican soul is haid, isolate, 
stoic, and a killer.” It is difficult to say what the essential 
Ameiican soul is, but Lawrence is right at least to the ex- 
tent that many of our wi iters create idealized chaiacters 
who have this kind of soul. Hemingway has been the most 
consistant admiier of the archetype, but Melville, Thoieau, 
and Faulknei have admiied it too. And so have Hawthorne 
and Poe, although they have customarily obseiwed Law- 
rence’s archetypal American acting on the inteuor stage of 
the mind and have shown him making psychological ag- 
gressions, coldly rifling the souls of others. It seems a long 
way from Natty Bumppo to Henry James’s cold exploita- 
tive characteis like Gilbeit Osmond in The Portrait of a 
Lady, but Osmond too is hard, isolate, stoic, and, m his 
way, a hller. 

In the emergence of this type, we have an instance of 
the collaboration of two great influences on American fic- 
tion, both of which generated the idea of the isolated in- 
dividual— namely, Pmitanism and the frontier way of life. 
Writing as a New York aristocrat, Cooper satiiizes the Puri- 
tans, yet, as he notes at the beginning of Chapter 6 in The 
Prairie, the “Amencan borderei” is as much the product of 
New England as of the fiontier. 

The equivocal word in Lawrence’s description of Natty 
Bumppo is “killer,” Both Natty and Captain Ahab, or for 
that matter Ishmael Bush, are killers. But the all-important 
difference is that Natty kills only out of necessity; and he 
kills, as it were, lovingly. His code does not allow him to 
plunder, exploit, or kill in hate. Thus a fundamental moral 
question in Cooper, and in American fiction generally, is 
one of piety; chaiacters are judged according to whether 
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they have reverence for life, especially for wild, innocent^ 
untainted life, whether this may appear in a deer on the 
prairie, a whale m the Pacific, or m an excellent and com- 
plicated >oung American woman on her travels m Euiope. 

The novelty in the conception of Natty Bumppo and his 
descendants is the irony of their double personality, and it 
IS this that sets Coopers hero apait from the softer, less 
ironic natural piety of the Rousseauistic or Wordsworthian 
man. The ideal American image is of a man who is a killer 
but nevertheless has natural piety. The “hard, isolate, 
stoic,” or “Indian” quality is what gives the image unique- 
ness. The lomantic individual or solitary heio of nineteenth- 
century Euiopean liteiature had never been exposed to 
New England Puiitanism or to frontier conditions, and this 
makes a difference. 

In summing up Natty Bumppos characteristics, Law- 
rence might have added that he is poetic— not so much m 
the stiffly floiid ihetonc of his speech as m the very quality 
of his mind. In The Frame the old trapper opposes the sci- 
entific views of Dr. Bat with a kind of darkened version of 
eighteenth-century deism. He subsumes reason, instmct, 
and “natur ” in one large metaphor which, if it seems as 
bleak as the praine, is also as majestic. 

Natty Bumppo is, as Walt Whitman said, “fiom ever- 
lasting to everlasting.” He is even in the words of Balzac 
(which nevertheless strike the first note of the modem in- 
discriminate overenthusiasm with which the French have 
greeted American fiction), “a magnificent moral hermaphro- 
dite, born between the savage and the civilized worlds ” 
Yet Cooper^s hero succeeds in being profound only by being 
narrow. How, to raise the question again, are we to transfer 
Natty Bumppo’s moral virtues into the context of a possible 
culture? One thing may be said immediately: we cannot do 
it without women, and we note that Natty’s ideal world, 
and perhaps Cooper s too, is purely masculine. 

No writer can conceive of a fully convincing aristocratic, 
tragic, or religious cultuie, or any other culture, unless be 
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can imagine, like Sophocles, Mohere, Shakespeare, Dante, 
or Heniy James (to put him for a moment m very great 
company), a fully developed woman of sexual age. This 
Cooper cannot do, nor could any other American novelist 
until the age of James and Edith Wharton. This is a shock- 
ing and perhaps unprecedented bias. 

Cooper s view of women is not ‘'aristocratic,’’ it is merely 
cold and patronizing His rules of female behavior are rigid. 
No woman, for example, must make the unpardonable mis- 
take of confessing her love for a man before she knows that 
the man loves her. In The Spy a girl makes this mistake 
and is summaiily shot by a bullet which is described as 
“stray” but is actually fired by the author. The idea of 
racially mixed marriages is outiageous, as the Indian brave 
Mahtoiee learns in The Prairie when he asks the trapper 
to translate a proposal of marriage to Ellen Wade and 
receives instead an indignant lecture. In The Last of the 
Mohicans a white girl and the noble Uncas are in love. But 
Cooper explains this unimaginable situation by saying that 
the white girl is part Negro. He then kills them both off, 
thoughtfully giving them a chance of felicity in the happy 
hunting grounds. It seems clear that Cooper feels that 
women, to the extent that they materialize out of the puie 
vapoi of which he forms them, are not more real and 
human but simply more tainted with the original sm of 
being female. His treatment of women may seem to be de- 
termined by the manners of a gentleman. Actually it is de- 
termined by age-old folk superstition. 

Naturally most of his women, certainly all of his Anglo- 
Saxon women, are bloodless and dull. Women in Cooper’s 
novels tend, as they do in many of the works of his great 
descendants, to be seen obliquely and with a rather covert 
displeasure, or unhappy fascination, or secret vindictive- 
ness; and they fall into mere types and caricatures. No less 
than Hemingway and Faulkner, Melville and Mark Twain, 
Cooper is the celebrant of the masculine life. 

Cooper’s attitude toward women figures prominently 
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among other causes for the abstractness and generahfy of 
his mind. Although only somewhat bettei than Cooper at 
portraying women, HawthornCj like Henry James, had a 
partly feminine sensibility, if by that is meant a sense of 
the complexities of the psychological life And this, to- 
gether with the dark imagination he inherited from his 
Puritan forebears and his absorption m his locale, gives his 
writings the richness of textuie conspicuously absent from 
Coope/s romances. The American imagination needed in 
the 1830's and 1840's exactly what Hawthorne and, m his 
diffeient way, Poe brought to it. Although Brockden Brown 
had made an early beginning, it was left to Hawthorne to 
introduce into the romance-novel the darker complexities 
of the imagination. Cooper had fiimly established as a 
source of that poetic quality of the novel we are calling 
“romance” the nostalgia for the virgin land and the simple 
life. Hawthorne, no more pastoral than Cooper was Puritan, 
brings to the novel, as I trv to show m the next chapter, the 
consequential Calvinist drama of the mind in its search for 
good and evil It was to be left to Melville (see Chapter V) 
to join for the first time, on the scale of greatness, the two 
mam sources of American romance: pastoral nostalgia and 
the moral melodrama. 
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Chapter IV 

HAWTHORNE AND 
THE LIMITS OF 
ROMANCE 


The Scarlet Letter 

The Scarlet Letter has in abundance that "complexity of 
feeling” often attributed to the Amencan novel. At the same 
time, the foreground elements of The Scarlet Letter— the 
salient actors and events— have something of the two- 
dimensionality of actors and events m legend. What bafiBes 
our best understandmg is how to make the mysterious con- 
nections between the rather simple elements of the book 
and what is thought and felt about them. 

Henry James had his eye mostly on the foreground ele- 
ments when he wrote his pages on The Scarlet Letter in 
his small biography of Hawthorne. Wilting in 1879, at the 
period of The Portrait of a Lady and }ust before his most 
reahstic novels (The Bostonians and The Princess CasamaS’^ 
Sima), James judges Hawthorne out of his own preoccupa- 
tions, He deplores the excess of symbolism and allegory in 
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Hawthorae's tales and he describes allegory as ‘quite one 
of the hghter exercises of the imagination/ There is good 
reason for supposing that The Wings of the Dove, The 
Golden Bowl, and perhaps other late woiks by James him- 
self have fugitive allegoiical elements, and there is the ex- 
ample of Kafka to show that allegory in the novel is not 
necessarily so light an exercise as James thought in 1879. 
James made no attempt to read the allegory of The Scarlet 
Letter, contenting himself with pointing out the excessive 
ingenuity and rather pointless mystification with which 
Hawthoine tries to endow the scarlet A with transcendent 
meanings. 

The virtue of James's approach is that he starts with the 
main, the leading fact about The Scarlet Letter— namely, 
that it IS primarily a novel and not a poem. This is a fact 
which many modern critics ignore, as they do in speaking 
of the fictions of Melville, James, Faulkner, and others. After 
one has accepted and assessed this fact there is time enough 
to explore some of the poetic dimensions of The Scarlet 
Letter which James felt no impulse to look into. 

Although James thought The Scarlet Letter a true 
masterpiece-~"beautiful, admirable, extraordinary"— he 
could not help noting that it was rather “weak" in its “his- 
torical coloring” and showed “little elaboration of detail, of 
the modem realism of research.” There was “a certain cold- 
ness and exclusiveness of treatment ... a want of reality 
and an abuse of the fanciful element . . . The people strike 
me not as characters,” James continues, “but as representa- 
tives, very picturesquely arranged, of a single state of 
mind.” James notes the lack of “progression” within the 
book and the small degree to which the characters, as dis- 
tinguished from the author's absorption in the meaning of 
their relationship, contribute to the action. 

To extend for a moment the Jamesian approach, one 
might apply to The Scarlet Letter some of the terms worked 
out by James’s disciple Percy Lubbock, in his The Craft 
of Fiction (though Lubbock himself does not mention Haw* 
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thome). Lubbock saw that in the elusive art of the novel 
much depends on the placing and use of the point of view, 
whether this be retained (as it is in The Scarlet Letter) by 
the omniscient author or established m one of the char- 
acters. Much depends too on how the point of view is used 
once It is established m a character— for example, is the 
obseivation of events exclusive, partial biased, and non- 
diamatic, as it is likely to be when a first-person nairator 
is used (as m The Blithedale Romance)? Lubbock thought 
correctly that the fuller dramatic effect was achieved by 
placing the point of view m an observer but setting the 
mind of the author free when necessary from the confines 
of the observer’s consciousness so that we not only have this 
consciousness to look through but can stand apart with the 
author and notice how this consciousness itself becomes a 
participant in the drama of the novel (Lubbock’s example 
was The Amhassadors) » 

Slighting to some extent, like his master, the power of 
action and the dramatic articulation of events to give struc- 
ture to the novel, Lubbock tended to subordinate every- 
thing to the portraiture of great characters. Thus he is con- 
tent to look for structure in the alternation of ‘‘picture” and 
"scene,” since it is this alternation that rounds out the por- 
trait. This emphasis will ex^plain why, although Lubbock is 
a good critic of the "novel,” he is impatient with the 
"romance.” 

By "picture” Lubbock means "panorama”— ail those ele- 
ments of the novel that explain, round out, and report; the 
reflection of things from somebody’s mind; reminiscence; 
description; narration; exposition. By “scene” he means the 
stage effect— dramatic dialogue, action rendered imme- 
diately to the reader without foreshortening of time and 
space. Drama he took to be the great thing, and it was the 
duty of the novelist to dramatize not only "scene” but, so 
far as might be possible, "picture” too. 

This brief exposition of the Jamesian criticism is perhaps 
justified because it tends to be ignored by many modem 
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critics. The New Ciiticism lias been interested primanly in 
poetry and when it has turned to the novel it has too often 
assumed that Jhe techniques of cnticism which are suitable 
to poetry aie sufficient foi the novel Yet cleaily the novel 
has its unique kinds of composition-composition by scene, 
picture, action, and character as well as composition by 
metaphor and symbol. 

The Scarlet Letter is almost all picture The adultery 
which sets everything going happens before the book be- 
gms, and it is never made believable There aie, to be sure, 
dramatic scenes—the three scenes on the scaffold, Hester 
and Peail at the governors mansion, Hester, Dimrnesdale, 
and Pearl in the foiest, and each of these scenes is ex- 
quisite and unfoigettable. 

Yet compared with the more immediate impact which 
,, in different hands they might have made on us, they seem 
frozen, muted, and i emote. Theie is an abyss between these 
scenes and the leader, and they are like the events in a 
pageant or a dream, not like those of a stage drama. They 
aie, in short, little diffeientiated from the pattern of the 
whole and they have the effect of being observed by the 
reader at second hand, of being leported to him, as in “pic- 
ture.” The author’s powerfully possessive imagination le- 
fuses to relinquish his chaiacters to our immediate iDeiusal 
or to the logic of theii own human destiny. This tight 
monolithic reticence is what gives The Scarlet Letter its 
unity and its mysteiious remoteness It is at every point the 
minor of Hawthorne’s mind, and the only one of his longer 
fictions in which we are not distuibed by the shoitcomings 
of this mind but are content to marvel at its piofound 
beauty. ’ 

Inevitably Hawthorne’s symbol for the imagination was 
the minor, Malcolm Cowleys account of the biogiaphical 
origin of this idea seems coirect. Cowley traces it to Haw- 
thorne’s sense of “doubleness,” the icsult of a certain strain 
of narcissism and the long seclusion of Hawthorne’s youth 
and young manhood. Temperamentally, as Cowley says, 
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Hawthoine was paradoxically *‘cold and sensuous, sluggish 
and active, ladical and conservative, and a visionary with 
a hard sense of money values " From this ingiamed double- 
ness spiang Hawthorne's notion of the imagination In the 
Intioduction to The Scarlet Letter, foi example, he uses the 
mill 01 to suggest that which gives fiame, depth, and other- 
ness to leahty His fictions are mincr-hke. They give us a 
static and pictorial version of iealit> Thev are uncanny and 
magical, but they capture little of life’s drama, its emeigent 
eneigy and waimth, its conflict, crisis, and catharsis 

James praised Hawthorne because he ‘*cared for the 
deepei psychology," but he wxis content to leave the analy- 
sis of this psychology to later critics. Many of these have 
been inteTested in the way The Scmlet Letter plays its 
apparent meanings off against its submerged meanings D. 
H, Lawrence was struck by the "dubiety" and "duphcity” 
of Hawthorne s imagination We may wonder if Hawthorne 
himself was not struck by this, at least as it occmred m one 
of his chaiacters. For when Hester Prynne stood outside 
the church listemng to Dimmesdale's Election Day sermon 
she 

listened with such intentness, and sympathized so in- 
timately, that the sermon had thioughout a meaning for 
her entirely apait from its indistinguishable woids. These, 
peiliaps, if more distinctly heard might have been only 
a grossei medium, and have clogged the spiritual sense. 
Now she caught the low undertone, as of the wind sulk- 
ing down to repose itself, then ascended with it, as it 
lose thiough piogressive gradations of sweetness and 
powei, until its volume seemed to envelop her with an 
atmosphere of aw^e and solemn grandeur. And yet, 
majestic as the voice sometimes became, there was for- 
ever m it an essential charactei of plaintiveness. A loud 
01 low expression of anguish—the whisper or the shriek, 
as it nnght be conceived, of suffering humanity, that 
touched a sensibility in every bosom. At times this deep 
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strain of pathos was all that could be heard, and scarcely 
heard, sighing amid a desolate silence. But even when 
the ministei's voice grew high and commanding, when 
it gushed irrepressiblv upward, when it assumed its ut- 
most breadth and power, so overfilling the church as to 
burst its way through the solid walls and diffuse itself 
in the open an, still, if the auditor listened intently and 
for the purpose, he could delect the same cry of pain. 
What was it? The complaint of a human heart, sorrow- 
laden, perchance guilty, telling its secret, whether of guilt 
or sorrow, to the great heart of mankind, beseeching its 
sympathy or foigiveness—at eveiy moment, in each ac- 
cent, and never in vain. It was this profound and con- 
tinual undeitone that gave the clergyman his most ap- 
propriate power. 

Some early readers of The Scarlet Letter believed not 
only that the subject was sin but that the author condoned 
sin, at least, the sin of adulteiy (“Is the French era actually 
begun in our literature?'’ cried one outraged reviewei ) . Cer- 
tain later critics of Hawthorne have tended to agree that 
the author does condone ^in, not because he was salacious 
but because, in his skeptical, secularized way, he was fol- 
lowing the myth of “the fortunate fall,” as Milton may be 
conceived to have done in Faiadise Lost. Hawthorne cer- 
tainly believed that no adulthood, no society, no tragic 
sense of life could exist without the knowledge of evil— a 
point he makes clear m the opening sentences of his book. 
Yet there seems to be no concerted myth of “the fortunate 
fair in The Scarlet Letter. 

What may be called the “grammai -school” idea of Haw- 
thorne’s novel supposes it to be a tale of sin and repentance. 
And this it certainly is, with strong stress on the repentance. 
More accuiateiy, the subject of the book is the moral and 
psychological results of sin— the isolation and morbidity, 
the distortion and thwaiting of the emotional life. From 
another point of view these are shown to be the results not 
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of man s living in sin but of his living in a Puritan society, 
and thereby, to some extent, in any society. And yet it will 
not do to read The Scarlet Letter too closely as a comment 
on society, which is felt in its pages hardly more pervasively 
than sin. 

To be sure there are elements of social comment in The 
Scarlet Letter, Is it not, for example, a feminist tract? So 
magically vanous is the book that one may sometimes think 
it is, even though a rich sensibility and profound mystenes 
are not usually associated with femimst literature. But 
doesn't Hester Prynne turn out to be rather like Hawthorne's 
sister-in-law Elizabeth Peabody, the emancipated reformer 
who became the prototype of Miss Birdseye m James's The 
Bostonians^ Once a luxurious and passionate woman, 
Hester takes up a life of renunciation and service. Her life 
turns ‘'in a great measure from passion and feeling, to 
thought.” In an age when "the human intellect” was "newly 
emancipated,” she assumes "a freedom of speculation, then 
common enough on the other side of the Atlantic, but 
which our forefathers, had they known it, would have held 
to be a deadlier cnme than that stigmatized by the scarlet 
letter,” Thus, in her lonely life, Hester becomes a radical. 
She believes that sometime "a new truth” will be revealed 
and that "the whole relation between man and woman” will 
be established "on a surer ground of mutual happiness.” 
She even comes to think in feminist rhetoric, and one can 
hear not only Hester but Miss Peabody and Margaret Fuller 
talking firmly about "the whole relation between man and 
woman.” 

Undoubtedly, then, The Scarlet Letter does have a 
feminist theme. It is even a tract, yet on the few occasions 
when it is heard the tractarian tone is tempered by the 
irony of the author. The book may have other meanings 
of a social or political kind. Still, one makes a mistake to 
treat Hawthorne, either in The Scarlet Letter or The Blithe^ 
dale Romance, as if he were a political or social writer. He 
is a very canny observer of political fact, as of all fact, and 
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this is m itself an nnnsual distinction But no coherent 
politics IS to be derived trom Havvthoine. As Constance 
Houike notes, Hawthorne seldom gives any strong impres- 
sion of a society. The Scarlet Letter has, m Miss Kourke's 
words, ‘'the bold and poetic and legendary outline which 
may belong to opera.” In The Scarlet Letter and Haw- 
thorne’s other woiks the people at laige are sensed merely 
as a choric crowd and the few main characters are rather 
artificially grouped m a village squaxe, an old house, a shop, 
an isolated farm community, a forest glade, or a garden. 
The settings do not seem to be permanently related to each 
other or to the actors who momentarily speak their pieces 
in them. 

In practice Hawthorne was an adherent of the mediocre 
Pierce wing of the Democratic party Even less than Henry 
James had he any command over political theory or, what 
is more useful to a novelist, the instinct to dramatize 
politics in action. Hawthorne often gives the illusion of a 
systematic intellectual prowess, and this has led many 
readers to find in him an important moralist, political 
thinker, or theologian. It is an illusion, compounded of his 
hardheaded sagacity and his skepticism, his observance of 
elemental human truth. But the unities of his conceptions 
are first of all aesthetic unities, and Hawthorne tended to 
take an art-view of the world in so far as he took any con- 
sistent view at all. He stubbornly insisted that one could 
take such a view even in a demociacy which appeared to 
have little use for aesthetic values. 

Two other attitudes toward The Scarlet Letter must be 
noticed. Yvor Winters concludes that it is a “pure allegory” 
(as opposed to The Bhthedale Romance and The Marble 
Faun, which Winters calls “novels with unassimilated 
allegorical elements”). Mr. Winters’s discussion of Haw- 
thorne includes a very instructive, if hardly exhaustive, ac- 
count of the contradictory doctrines of New England Puri- 
tanism and of the allegorical sensibility these produced. He 
points out that the “Manicheistic struggle betw^een Absolute 
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Good and Absolute Evil,” as conceived in early New Eng- 
land, was a rigid dualism that piovided foi a sense of 
unalteiablv opposed and \et related orders of reality and 
that this dualism encouraged an allegoncal habit of mind. 
He seems broadly correct in remarking that like a Puritan 
ailegor> the method of The Scmlel Letter is “neither naira- 
tive nor diamatic but expository.” 

If The Scadet Letter is “pure allegory” then the s\TObols 
must by definition refer to fanly clear-cut and fixed refer- 
ents. But of couise they don't, and what we have m The 
Scarlet Letter is not pure allegory but a novel with (gen- 
erally speaking) beautifully assimilated allegoncal ele- 
ments This Mr Winters seems indirectly to demonstrate by 
the unconvincing meanings he assigns to the characters— 
Hester lepresentiiig the repentant sinner, Dimmesdale the 
half-repentant sinner, and Chillingworth the unrepentant 
sinner. 

The view of The Scarlet Letter advanced by D. H. Law- 
rence states a partial truth, as does that of Winters. Law^- 
rence's view, elaborately \eorked out and restated by Mrs, 
Q. D. Leavis m her essay ‘‘Hawthorne as Poet,” holds that 
consciously or not, Hawthorne was writing a kind of mythic 
prophecy about the great cultural change involved in the 
shift from the Old World to the New. Hawthorne, Law- 
rence seems to think, was depicting m Chillingworth and 
the young Hester the decline of a richly emotional, patri- 
archal, anstociatic way of life, and the emerrgence, in 
X^immesdale and the later “social-service” Hester, of a new 
puritan-democratic consciousness. Lawrence saw this as a 
profoundly self-contradictory consciousness, as is suggested 
by little Peail, who like puritan America, like Hawthorne 
himself, is mildly genteel on the surface but wild and 
demonic underneath. 

As Mrs, Leavis describes Hawthorne s “myth,” it is based 
on the iitual celebration of the historic transition from the 
“immemoiial culture of the English folk with its Catholic 
and ultimately pagan roots” to the new Puritan conscious- 
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ness. With some plausibility she discovers this myth in 
earlier pieces such as *'The Maypole of Menymount” and 
**My Kinsman, Major Molmeux.” 

Hawthorne undeniably has the historical sense. And Mrs. 
Leavis might have gone on to observe that in “Mi. Higgin- 
botham’s Catastrophe” and The House of the Seven Gables 
we have m the careers of the rustic jacks-of-all-trade, 
Dommicus Pike and Holgrave, the succession of a capitalist 
order to an agrarian one. If she had seen this and other 
sides of Hawthorne’s historical sense, Mrs. Leavis might 
have been more circumspect. She might have seen that 
there is no central unifying cultural “myth” in Hawthorne- 
only a clear perception of historical facts and an ability 
to endow these with beauty and significance. But the signif- 
icance arises from the aesthetic harmonies of the composi- 
tion as we find it from story to story, and although historical 
facts are observed, no theory or consistent view of history is 
presented. 

Can we not make some kind of synthesis out of all these 
suggestions? We need some of their complexity. At the same 
time we have to remember that the simple truth about The 
Scarlet Letter is, as Constance Bourke said, that “Haw- 
thorne was deeply engaged by the consideration of lost or 
submerged emotion.” Let us add to this general formula- 
tion of the theme that The Scarlet Letter is an allegorical 
novel and that the allegory both in form and substance 
derives from Puritanism. Let us add, also, that although no 
unifying myth is involved, the novel describes the loss or 
submergence of emotion involved in the abandonment of 
the Old World cultural heritage which had given human 
emotions a sanction and a manifold significance. 

Neither in The Scarlet Letter nor elsewhere did Haw- 
thorne ever make up his mind whether he approved of 
this loss and submergence. Purely as an artist he often felt 
dismayed and discomaged by what Cooper called “the 
poverty of materials” which the workaday, uniform life of 
democracy had to offeri And on one side of his moral char- 
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acter, Hawthorne had enough passion to make us feel the 
sadness and chill of the New World— for example, when 
Hester Prynne lets her rich black hair loose m the forest 
sunshine but then with her meek masochism hides it again 
beneath the gray cap. At the same time, the other Haw- 
thorne, the Puritan conventionalist, permits himself a sigh 
of relief and rationalizes it by reflecting that after all we 
are disillusioned now, after our passage from the Old 
World to the New, and if a certain beauty disappears along 
with licentiousness and sin, that is the price we pay for our 
stern reahsm, our rectitude, and our piactical sagacity. 

If we are to hold to the idea thpt The Scarlet Letter is 
an allegory, we must assign meanings to the symbols of the 
story This is an inviting prospect, but it has often led 
critics mto very tedious speculations As R. H. Fogle has 
said, there is generally speaking no special or exclusive 
symbolism in Hawthorne. His symbols are broadly tradi- 
tional, coming to him from the Bible, Dante, Shakespeare, 
Milton, Spenser, and Buny^n— the hght and the dark, the 
forest and the town, the dark woman and the fair woman, 
the fountain, the mirror, the cavern of the heart, the river, 
the sea, Eden, the rose, the serpent, fire and so on. 

Within the context of these symbols, the allegory proper 
may be, however, more peculiar to Hawthorne. The al- 
legoncal symbols are Puritan categones revised for Haw- 
thorne’s own purposes, and they can be assigned provision- 
ally in the following manner. 

Hester Prynne, about whom there is something queenly, 
imperious, and barbaric, as well as fallible and appealing 
and enduring, represents the eternal woman, perhaps, in- 
deed, the eternal human. When she puts on her gray cap 
and becomes a kind of social worker, her color and passion, 
her indeterminate, instinctual being is curbed and con- 
trolled. While this is going on Chillingworth and Dimmes- 
dale are destroying each other. They are the two aspects 
of the will which confused Puritan thought in New Eng- 
knd—the active and the inactive. Fmm the beginning, 
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Puritanism generated a strong belief m the eflScacy of the 
will in overcoming all obstacles in fbe path of the New 
Israel in Amenca, as m the path of the individual who strove 
toward Election But at the same time the doctrine of Pre- 
destination denied the possibility of any will except that of 
God. 

Chillingworth unites intellect with will and coldly and 
with smistei motives analyzes Dimmesdale This is the truly 
diabolic act in Hawthorne’s opimon. It is what he calls the 
Unpardonable Sin and it is worse than sins of passions ('‘He 
has violated, in cold blood, the sanctity of a human heait,” 
says Dimmesdale. "Thou and I, Hester, never did so!”), 
Hawthorne is as close a student of those impulses which 
drive men to plunder and exploit the human heart as 
Cooper and Faulkner are of the impulses that drive men to 
plunder and exploit the land that Providence put into the 
trust of Americans. And for him as for them, violation, or 
impiety, is the worst of crimes. 

Dimmesdale is intellect without will. He is passive, he is 
all eloquence, sensitivity, refinement, and moral scruple. 
What violence he has has long since been turned inward. 
He has preyed on himself as Chillingworth preys on him. 

Little Pearl, one should say first, is a vividly real child 
whom Hawthorne modeled on his own little daughter Una. 
As a symbol as well as in life she is the offspring of Hester 
and an extension, as Hawthorne says, of the scarlet A, She 
represents the intuitive, lawless poetic view of the world. 
She is the eternal folk imagination, restored in every child, 
which is the fundamental element of the artist’s imagina- 
tion, and is outlawed by Puritan doctnne. “The spell of 
life went forth from her ever-creative spirit, and com- 
municated itself to a thousand objects, as a torch kindles a 
flame wherever it may be applied.” Ironically she con- 
spires with everyone else in the tale to recreate the 
luxurious Hester in the puritan-democratic image. For it is 
she who insists that Hester shall replace the A and cover 
her hair with the gray cap. 
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As will be seen from tbe above, Chilling^vorth, Dimmes- 
dale, and Pear! can be conceived as projections of difEerenl 
faculties of the novelist’s mmd— Chillingwortb, the probing 
intellect, Dimmesdale, the moial sensibility, Pearl, the un- 
conscious or demonic poetic faculty. Hester is the fallible 
human reality as the novelist sees it—plastic, various, m- 
exhaustible, endiiiing, morally problematic. 

From another point of view, we see that without be- 
coming a myth, The Scarlet Letter includes several mythic 
archetypes. The novel incorporates its own comic-book or 
folklore version. Chiilingworth is the diabolical intellectual, 
peihaps even the mad scientist. Dimmesdale is the shining 
hero or to more sophisticated minds the effete New Eng- 
lander. Hester is the scailet woman, a radical and noncon- 
formist, partly “Jewish” perhaps (there is at any rate an 
Old Testament quality about her, and Hawthorne says that 
her nature is “rich, voluptuous, Oriental” Like many other 
American writers, Hawthorne is not entirely above the 
racial folklore of the Anglo-Saxon peoples, which tends to 
depict tainted women and ciimmal men as French, Medi- 
terranean, or Jewish—as in Hawthornes Marble Faun^ 
Miriam is Jewish, in Melville’s Fierre Isabel is French, and 
in Billy Budd Claggart is dimly Mediterranean). Pearl is 
sometimes reminiscent of Little Red Riding Hood or a forest 
sprite of some soit who talks with the animals. Later when 
she inheiits a foitune and marries a foreign nobleman, she 
is the archetypal American girl of the international scene, 
like the heroines of Howells and James. The subcultuie 
from which these discordant archetypes emerge is evidently 
inchoate and derivative. The symbols do not cohere until 
they have been made into projections of the faculties of the 
artist’s mind and elements of a quasi-puritan allegory. But 
to a receptive imagination, they connect The Scarlet Letter 
with universal folklore, as many other novels, good and tad, 
are connected. 
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The A vs, the Whale 

Ones excuse for tr>ing to define words like “allegory” and 
“symbol” is that although these words do have fairly stable 
meanings, one would never gather so from the confusing 
way people use them in talking about American literature. 
No wonder the common view persists, both within aca- 
demic walls and without, that American literature is 
impenetrably mysterious and that attempts to study it 
critically are far more suspect than attempts to study other 
literatures. 

The scarlet A is an ordinary symbol (or sign), whereas 
Melville’s white whale, though very much a whale, is a 
poetic symbol. The usual meaning of the word “symbol” is 
something that stands for something else. Yet as “symbol” 
is used in technical literary criticism, it means an autono- 
mous linguistic fusion of meanings We can say with rela- 
tive certainty what the scarlet A stands for. It stands for 
adultery or, since it is not adultery in itself that interests 
Hawthorne, it stands for the inevitable taint on all human 
life, as does the symbol of the hand in the story called “The 
Birthmark.” It is thus a relatively simple sign and not, like 
the white whale, a complicated cluster of meanmgs. Haw- 
thorne’s half-hearted attempts to make it more mysterious 
and suggestive, by implying that it glows in the dark, etc., 
do not succeed. Being an ordinary symbol, the scarlet A is 
thus suitable to its allegorical context, The whale is much 
more complex and thus fits well the proliferating implica- 
tions of Moby-Dick, 

Melville and Hawthorne often spoke of “allegory” where 
we would speak of “symbolism.” They did not differentiate 
between the two,, and this must be remembered when we 
find Melville saying in a letter to Mrs. Hawthorne that she 
had made him newly aware of certain “allegorical” mean- 
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ings iL Mcby-Dick, or when :ie mentions with mock horror 
ir Moby-Dtck itself tne nossibihty that the book might be« 
come a ‘'Lie eons and intolerable allegory.” This latter ut- 
terance has often been quo ed to sunoort the argument 
thau Moby -Dick lies no synAohe meciiimgs at all but is 
meiely a good sea story. By now, surely, this is not an 
“argunent*/’ 

Accoidmg to modem usage, then, the poetic element of 
Moby^Dick, which eohances the realistic element, is S)*m- 
bolastio, so far as the Whale is concerned. Yvoi Winters is 
misleadmg when he supposes that Moby-Dick is an alle- 
gory and that the Whale stands for Evil. The Whale is 
Evil for Ahah, but not for Melville, Ishmael, or tlie reader. 
Ahab is, or becomes, a rigid allegons^— that is one of the 
things wrong wiih him. 

The necessary distinction between allegory and symbol- 
ism was made by Celendge and is related to that between 
fancy and imagination. With ihis relation in mind, we recall 
that despite Hawthorne’s readmg of English and German 
romantic literature, his mind was formed pre-eminently 
by allegorists bke Bunyan and Spenser and by the rational- 
istic mentality of the eighteenth century (his very s>Titax 
shows the influence) foi which “fancy” was Cie poetic 
faculty. On the other hand Melville, more a man of his 
time, drew his inspiration mostly from Shakespeare and the 
romantic writers. Hawthorne felt no impulse to transmute 
his inherited Calvinism into a new view of life; he was con- 
tent to let it relax into harmony with the duahsm and com- 
mon sense of eighteenth-centuiy thought. Melville felt 
strongly the impulse to participate in the romantic, Prome- 
thean attempt to recreate knowledge and discover undis- 
covered truth. For him, as for the great romantics of his 
time, “imagination” was the poetic faculty. 

Pure allegory (if it can ever be isolated as such) assumes 
two fixed discourses— a language of static signs and a set of 
truths to which they refer. In allegory the signs or symbols 
have little or no existence apart from their paraphrasaUe 
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meaning. Allegory flourishes best, of course, when every- 
one agrees on what truth is, when literature is regarded as 
exposition, not as discovery. A symbolic or symbolistic 
literature responds to disagreements about the truth. It 
purports to discover or create truth, like Coleridge’s “Im- 
agination.” For the purely symbolistic writer “technique is 
discovery,” to use Mark Schoier’s phrase. Thus a poetic 
symbol not only means something, it is something— namely, 
an autonomous truth which has been discovered in the 
process by which the symbol emerged in the context of the 
poem. If It still permits us to think of it as an ordinary 
symbol— as something that stands for something else— we 
see that it does not point to anything easy to express. 
Rather, it suggests several meanings. 

As has already been observed, the terms we have been 
investigating are much more suitable to poems than to 
novels. There are sharp limits to any ciitique of the novel 
that regards "technique as discovery.” The novel does not 
often lend itself to linguistic, symbolistic, or epistemological 
criticism. The language of a great novel may be very bad 
in detail, as in Dreiser or Balzac, whereas the detailed 
quality of the language may well make or break a poem. 
Furthermore, the "poetry” of a novel will probably reside 
less in the language than in the rhythm and relation of 
picture, scene, character, and action— although some novels, 
Moby-Dick for example, have, besides this novelistic sort of 
poetry, metaphoric passages where the particular qualities 
of the language are all-important.*^ 


The BUthedale Romance 

By 1852 nearly all of Hawthorne’s best work was behind 
him. Coming just after The Scarlet Letter and The House 

^ See Appendix I. 
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of the Seven Gables, and just before Hawthorne’s life was 
to be markedly changed by his long sojourn in Europe, The 
Blithedale Romance is the culmination of his most concen* 
trated attempt to write fiction of novel length. Except for 
The Scarlet Letter, Hawthorne s longer fictions never suc- 
ceed perfectly, despite the many incidental successes which 
this author could always score. His books falter at various 
points and then, not knowing how to re-establish the pro- 
gression, he trots out a traveling puppet show, a masquer- 
ade, a symbolic well, an old legend, a mesmerist, as if he 
were an entertainer on the stage who must improvise m or- 
der not to lose his audience. The shorter form of the tale 
fitted his genius better, and although his work gave him an 
important place m the history of the novel, he was, strictly 
speaking, finally unable to master the novel form, without 
imparting to it a preponderance of romance. This he ap- 
pears to admit in The Blithedale Romance. 

Technical questions aside for the moment, this book must 
always find a place m the affections of readers for being 
so genuinely original in conception. The Brook Farm experi- 
ment, in which Hawthorne himself briefly partook, offered 
him a various display of manners, attitudes, and odd and 
salient characters. And if we must suppose that he chose to 
report only a little of what was to be seen, we have to ad- 
mit that he did well with that little. As a study of the man- 
ners of liberal intellectuals that took a comic view of their 
advanced ideas, The Blithedale Romance had no precedent 
in America nor, except for the satires of Swift and Peacock, 
in Europe either. Had any author discovered that the feel- 
ings of intellectual women who have to wash dishes and 
make gruel and who, being modern women, have to form 
at the same time ideas about washing dishes and making 
gruel was proper material for the novehst? 

Zenobia, the tragicomic heroine, is the center of the piece. 
She is a novelist’s success in her faultful and appealing hu- 
manity, and sketchy as she is by the strictest standards, 
Henry James was right in admiring her and in calling her 
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"the neaiest approach that Hawthorne has made to the 
complete creation of a person ” The point about Zenobia is 
the waste and confusion of her inner life, which result fiom 
her always living according to this or that literary or politi- 
cal idea rather than according to the natural urgencies of 
her being. Even m committing suicide, we are told, she "was 
not quite simple ” In actuality the details of her death are 
repulsive and grotesque, but she had tried to die hke 
"drowned persons'' in pictures— “in hthe and graceful at- 
titudes.” 

As in The Scarlet Letter, the general theme is the loss or 
submergence of emotion. Coveidale, the narrator, is too 
timid and cold to live the emotional hfe which his intellect 
perceives. Hollingsworth, a spiritual cousin of Chillingworth 
and second-cousin of Melville's Ahab, is a monomaniac, in 
whom an obsessive goal has compressed and destroyed 
emotion. Priscilla is a pale New England blossom (like Mrs. 
Hawthorne), given to psychic experiences which bypass or 
merely symbohze an emotional life. Zenobia, like Hes- 
ter Prynne a darkly beautiful and supposedly passionate 
woman, is a study in the emotional hazards of feminism 
and transcendentalist utopianism. 

By exemplifying this theme in the lives of intellectuals 
and reformers, Hawthorne launched a small but important 
group of novels, all of which owe a debt to the original— 
among them James's The Bostonians, Howells's Vacation of 
the Kelwtjns, Lionel Trilling's The Middle of the Journey, 
and Maiy McCarthy’s The Oasis. But there is in The 
Blithedale Romance a certain poetic beauty and charm, a 
finally unnamable Hawthorne magic that is beyond those 
who follow his lead in subject and theme. 

As for the symibok of the piece, they are plain and effec- 
tive, lending a charm to the story and enhancing its psy- 
chology— the veils and masquerades to suggest the falseness 
of motive and belief; mesmerism to suggest falseness of 
spirit and emotional confidence tridks; hearth-fiie to suggest 
the genial emotional life which ironically eludes the cold 
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ideology of the Blithedalers. There is also the pastoral set- 
ting itself, lepresenting the innocence which these all too 
civilized Utopians cannot recapture. And we note that in a 
liteiature iich in pastoral idyls The Bhtheddc Romance is 
one of the few anti-pastorals— Hawthorne is a partisan of 
conventional society as he finds it. 

Unlike his descendants m the satincal-atopian genre 
Hawthorne is unable to follow thiough with his original 
conception. Blithedale and its interesting people, never 
very solidly established in the first place, giow^ dimmer arc 
dimmer, and the story is dissipated into rather w eakly re- 
lated static scenes— a masquerade m the forest (rich in 
comic possibles of which nothing is made), a series of set 
speeches at “Eliot’s pulpit,” the suicide of Zenobia. 

Part of the trouble is that as the story goes along the 
author becomes more and more interested in the status of 
Coverdale as the observer, a problem that for him has liter- 
ary and moral implications These reflections in the end lead 
him to concede that he must make certain fundamental 
moral objections to what one must think and feel m order 
to wnte a novel. In effect he admits that it is not only the 
poverty of materials in America that has led him, as he says 
m his prefaces, to write romances rather than novels, but 
also his puritan sciuples— the romance allowing hiin to 
treat the physical passions obliquely. And whether^ is a 
separate objection, or merely a rationalization of his scru- 
ples, he comes to think, in The Blithedale Rmnance, that 
the novelist commits the unpaidonable sin, that he is a 
kind of Chillingworth whose probing intellect violates che 
human heart. 

That Hawthorne is deliberately experimenting with the 
point of view in The Blithedale Romance is made clear by 
the repeated reflections of the narrator, Coyerdale, on his 
own position as observer. Our nanator is a minor poet, he 
is rather selfish, fastidious, and aloof, he is also mildly ironic 
and cherishes his ready insight into people and things. 
There is something illicit about him however. He looks at 
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life furtively, he is a bit of a voyeur, he blushes and is a 
little coy We are not allowed to see Coverdale directly and 
the author, having granted him the privileged position of 
first-person nairator, cannot question his behavior and does 
not put him on the spot by involving him very deeply in 
the action. 

Thus to his usual method of conducting us through a 
series of static scenes, Hawthorne adds here a series of posi- 
tions in the story from which we behold the scenes. And a 
part of the interest is in the changes of position. We observe 
the characters at close range in the living room of the farm- 
house, we get a more general long-distance view of them 
from Coverdale's pine-tree eyrie, we see them theatrically 
framed m the back window of a boardinghouse, as Cover- 
dale watches them from his upstaiis room in an opposite 
building. 

We see things difiFerently, too, according to the state of 
Coverdale’s health or mood. When he is sick and feverish, 
his perceptions are heightened and somewhat morbid. He 
has been fascinated with the lush Zenobia but now he al- 
lows himself to call her an ^^enchantress” and even wonders 
if in Zenobia’s life ^‘the great event of a woman’s existence 
had been consummated,” Convalescing, he reflects that his 
sickness has been a kind of death and his recovery a rebirth. 
He has now been reborn to reality and will be able fear- 
lessly and accurately to analyze the community and its in- 
habitants— as he is really able to do with considerable 
perspicacity, up to a point. 

He sees things clearly if not profoundly. He attempts to 
look through the eyes of others, in order to compare what 
he sees with what they see. He rejects the leadership of 
Hollingsworth when he perceives that what Hollingsworth 
demands of his friends is precisely that they should surren- 
der their right to see with their own eyes. 

At one point Coverdale reflects that his position in the 
story "resembles that of the Chorus in a classic play, which 
seems to be set aloof from the possibility of personal con- 
cernment.” His only relation to the other characters is the 
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sj'Tnpatby he feels for them as he walches then fate work 
itself out Yet, as Coveidale concludes, near the end of the 
story, there is for the aloof observer an insoluble dilemma 
in the veiy nature of story-telling. “It was both sad and 
dangerous, I whispered to myself, to be m too close affinity 
witli the passions, the errors, and the misfortunes of mdi- 
viduals who stood within a circle of their own, into which, 
if I stept at all, it must be as an intiuder, and at a peril 
that I could not estimate 

This IS sound moiality but a bad state of mind for a 
novelist. The moial question has been inteiesting Haw- 
thorne all the way through the book. And although we too 
are interested, we cannot help thinking that he would have 
written a better novel if only he could have allowed his ob- 
server to see what he could see instead of what would test 
the moral sigmficance of observing. Thus in The Blithedale 
Romance Hawthorne confronts the dilemma his moral 
views have brought him to. As a novehst, he is more than 
likely guilty of the Unpardonable Sin. He must perforce piti- 
lessly scrutinize his characters without being able to share 
witli them their imperfect humanity, to acknowledge his 
kinship witli their experience and destiny. 

This cnsis m Hawthorne s understanding of the limits of 
his art IS retold in Zenobia s legend of “The Silvery Veil” 
(Chaptei 13). This is the story of Theodore (Coverdale) 
who might have released from thralidom a mysterious 
Veiled Lady (Pnscilla) by kissing her without looking un- 
der the veil Being too cold and skeptical to surrender him- 
self, he insists on raising the veil first. The Veiled Lady re- 
mains in thialldom, and Theodore is doomed to regret his 
cautious scruple for the rest of his life. So, Hawthorne 
seems to confess, have I failed to release my characters, 
especially the pallid feminine ones like Priscilla, into life. 

It is clear, then, that although Hawthorne was a superb 
writer of romance and a considerable novelist from any 
point of view, he was aware that his romances, as he him- 
self insisted on calling them, proceeded in part from his final 
failure to take a place among the great novelists. 
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Chapter V 

MELVILLE AND 
MOBT-DICK 


Melville’s imagination originates m his powerful sense of 
the irrationality and contradictoiiness of experience. His es* 
say on Hawthorne, written in the summer of 1850 while he 
was composing Moby-Dick, gives us a clear impression of 
this imagination at the high point of its power. We find 
that what most moves Melville in Hawthorne’s tales (for 
he is reviewing Mosses from an Old Manse) is not only 
their ‘‘Shakespearean” profundity, their fine comedy, and 
power of fantasy but especially their mingling of light and 
dark. “For m spite of all the Indian-summer sunlight on 
the hitherside of Hawthorne’s soul,” Melville writes, “the 
other side— like the dark half of the physical sphere— is 
shrouded in a blackness, ten times black.” Melville specu- 
lates that “this great power of blackness” derives from 
“that Calvmistic sense of Innate Depravity and Original Sin, 
from whose visitations, in some shape or other, no deeply 
thinking mind is always and wholly free.” Reading Haw* 
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thome^s tales, Melville writes, '‘You may be witched by his 
sunlight— transported by the bright gildings in the skies he 
builds over you, but there is the blackness of darkness 
beyond ” 

As ever>one notices, Melville’s essav has as much to do 
with the qualities of his own imagination as with Haw- 
thorne’s. They share many perceptions, to be sure. But 
Hawthorne put his finger on the essential difference when, 
after briefly lenewing his acquaintance with Melville in 
Liverpool m 1856, he remarked that although Melville 
talked endlessly and eloquently of the ultimate dilemmas of 
truth and belief, he could neither believe "nor be comforta- 
ble in his disbelief.” Having very little of the aloof, con- 
templative skepticism of Hawthoine, and being unable to 
discover any philosophical or religious synthesis he could 
believe in, Melville became a kind of alien wanderer in the 
woild of the imagination, seeking a truth that should be at 
once a truth of leason and a truth of art. As a thinker, 
Melville was an inspired amateur, with an agonized and 
troublesome yen (as Hawthorne seems to have felt) for 
raising insoluble problems. As an artist, Melville was again 
the inspired amateur, who despite his great native gifts 
(perhaps the greatest ever given to an American) never de- 
veloped a firm novelistic or poetic sense of things. He had 
little patience with the quotidian demands of the art of the 
novel or the poem; he had little power of invention; he 
showed none of Hawthorne’s understanding of the quality 
and scope of his own imagination His goal was the highest; 
no one short of Shakespeare would do as the ideal. His 
career as a writer was bound to be precarious and desper- 
ate, the results fragmentary and uneven. 

It seems generally agieed that the voyages of Melville's 
heroes in his early books— Tt/pee (1846), Omoo (1847), 
Mardi (1849), Redbiim (1849), White-Jacket (1850), 
and Mohy-Dick (1851)— are, in one sense, quests for truth. 
That the quest is conceived as both rational and aesthetic 
is suggested by Mardi^ where the voyage to sea expands, is 
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arbitrarily transformed rather, into an allegorical-symbolic 
fantasy in which the truth-seeking philosopher Babbalanja 
asserts the view that ideally the poet and the philosopher 
have the same mission. The \ision of truth Ta}i, the quest- 
ing hero of the book, longs for will be one that is gained 
simultaneously, as it were, by rational and aesthetic means. 
Unfortunately, Taji does not succeed, and at the end he is 
shown sailing further into the problematical seas, having 
left a world which strikes him as being the abode of unrea- 
son and ambiguity, a world symbolized by the wraith-like 
creature called Yillah (the princess of light) and by the 
sinister Hautia (the queen of darkness). 

Although Melville never, even m his last years, ceased 
to protest and resist the necessity of remaining skeptical, he 
had got hold of such truth as was to come to him, by the 
time he had finished Mardi and White-Jacket. This truth is 
that man lives in an insolubly duahstic world, that his pro- 
foundest awareness does not transcend the perception of 
his paradoxical situation, caught as he is between appar- 
ently eternal and autonomous opposites such as good and 
evil, heaven and hell, God and Satan, head and heart, 
spirit and matter. Only in Moby-Dick (among his longer 
woiks) does Melville's imagination provide a metaphor 
adequate to his darkly skeptical view. In the white whale, 
and the tremendous actions he sets off, the polarities that 
preoccupy Melville are for once magnificently expressed. 
And although this fortunate conjunction of the philosophic 
and the poetic does not produce a truth that transcends 
Melville's radical skepticism, it does produce a work of art 
which is so far the grandest expression of the Amencan 
imagination. 

But even as Melville's imagination achieved its great 
feat the spectacle of disaster is powerfully before us. In 
Ahab the reason and the aesthetic sense pull apart* Ahab 
has had his humamties, as we are told. He is still drawn to 
the aesthetic, the intuitive, the poetic experience. He still 
has some of the “low enjoying power" as well as the “high 
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peiception,” and he still has fellow feehng and natural 
piety (the phrases I have quoted here are fiom Chapter 
37, *‘The Sunset/' which contains an important soliloquy by 
Ahab). But gradually his intellect is diawn apart from 
whatever might nourish, harmonize, and symbolize it, and 
in its isolation, it grows willful, obsessive, and finally sui- 
cidal Except for the naicissism that makes a mad allegorist 
of Ahab, he is blind to all the imaginative versions of reality 
that his own mind oi that of others may offer to him. 

There is, unhappily, a good deal of Ahab in Melville, 
and, on the evidence of Pierre and The Confidence Man, 
we conclude that Melville, after Moby -Dick, faced a deeply 
stultifying dilemma. He saw that to write at all one had to 
assume that leason and the aesthetic sense, the high percep- 
tion and the low enjoying power, must lead at some point 
to the same synthesis. Yet for Fieri e the provisional syn- 
theses offered by the aesthetic sense fail to satisfy the in- 
tellect’s thiist for absolute truth or to modify its perception 
of irreconcilables Thus the rational and the aesthetic are 
at once incompatible and mutually indispensable. This is 
of course a paralyzing dilemma, if you allow it to become 
one, and Melville did. In a more highly oigamzed mind, or 
a more serenely contemplative mind, or a mind richer in 
its aesthetic sense, this dilemma is not an impasse, but 
merely one of the large facts of experience, to be treated 
like any other fact. But for Melville the dilemma was almost 
fatal, it suggested to him, as to his Pierre, that aesthetic 
perception was mere illusion and that rational perception 
was an alien activity, doomed to monomania and nihilism. 

Thus both Pierre (185^) and T}ie Confidence Man 
(1857) are studies of man caught among *'the ambiguities” 
(as the subtitle of Pierre says). Pierre is a melodrama of 
incest and suicide, showing man crushed by the contradic- 
tions involved in his attempt to live a moial and creative 
life, whereas The Confidence Man is a comedy of appear- 
ance and reality, showing the absurdity of man's attempts 
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to attribute meaning and value to a world in which these 
can have no giound or status 

Not until Billy Budd (except in some of his poems) does 
Melville seem to give us a sense of ambiguities resolved 
and irreconcilables reconciled~for in Billy Budd, Melville 
finds some comfoit in the idea that, be>ond the special il- 
lusion of unity a work of ait provides, irreconcilables may 
peihaps be absorbed in history or in legend. But this is a 
matter that may be better discussed at the end of the pres- 
ent chapter. 


How Moby-Dick Was Written 

The scope and tone of Mohy-Dick appear to have changed 
while Melville was writing it. Just what the changes were, 
and what induced them, is the subject of much interesting 
scholarship. For our purposes, certain plausible specula- 
tions by George R. Stewart, in an essay called “The Two 
Moby-Dicks,” will suffice. 

With the exception of the fanciful Mardi, Melville’s first 
five books had been based paitly on personal experience. 
The first book, Typee, told a somewhat romanticized story 
of the author s actual sojourn in the Marquesas Islands 
after he deserted the whaling ship Acushnet, on which be 
had sailed some months previous. Mr, Stewart conjectures 
that in its original conception Mohy-Dick was to be an- 
other of Melville’s quasi-autobiographical travelogues, this 
time recounting his adventures on the Acushnet up to the 
time of his leaving the ship in the Marquesas. As he wrote, 
however, the story took on ever new possibilities for him, 
and these possibilities finally crystallized into a whole new 
conception of the book. Having already substantially com- 
pleted the writing of the story as he first conceived it, how- 
ever, the author did not start entirely afresh but included 
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all or most of the original version, with varying degrees of 
revision, in the book as we now have it. 

Thus we may suppose that Chapters 1-15, in which after 
vanous adventures ishmael and Queequeg arrive in Nan- 
tucket, are substantially as they were in the original ver- 
sion. Chapters 16-22, concerning the preliminanes to sail- 
ing, belong to the original veision, but with considerable 
rewriting. Chapters 23 to the end constitute the new ver- 
sion of the book, with the exception of certain passages 
which appear to have been salvaged and interpolated from 
the original version. 

Something like this undoubtedly happened, and it ac- 
counts for certain inconsistencies in the book. For example, 
the fact that the Pequod appears to head for Cape Horn 
but actually, without sufficient reason for the change, 
rounds the Cape of Good Hope, that the Pequod is said 
sometimes to have a wheel and other times a whale-bone 
tiller, that Stubb is called both third and second mate (al- 
though Melville settles on the latter), and so on. More re- 
markable is the virtual disappearance of some of the 
characters who figure largely m the opening chapters. 
Qu^queg, to whom we have been introduced in much de- 
tail, becomes merely one of the harpooners. Bulkington, al- 
though apparently destined for some heroic role, is dis- 
missed with a poetic epitaph. Ishmael himself all but 
disappears as a character and as the observer becomes 
hardly more than the voice of the omniscent author. Ahab, 
perhaps originally conceived as one more portiait in Mel- 
ville s gallery of tyrannical and irritable captains, becomes 
a great, doomed hero. The language itself, rather jocose 
and colloquial at first, becomes opulent with metaphor, 
simile, and oratorical flourishes. 

What caused this flowering of Melville's genius cannot, 
of course, be known. But figuring prominently in the mira- 
cle must be his rereading of Shakespeare during the time 
he was working on the book. The influence of Lear and 
Macb^h is felt as one beholds Ahab and listens to his 
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speeches and soliloquies. The language and metaphor of 
Shakespeare make themselves strongly felt in Moby-Dick, 
though not, vi^e observe, in the earher chapters. Probably 
it occurred to Melville, as he paused m the process of 
writing, that two factual narratives about whaling which 
he had read might be woven into his narrative—one con- 
cerning the ramming and sinking by a whale of the Nan- 
tucket ship Essex, another concermng a monstrous white 
whale called Mocha Dick. It is probable too that he discov- 
ered that the legends, tall tales, and folklore of whaling 
could be more than embellishments to his narrative, they 
could be for him what other bodies of folklore had been 
for Homer, Virgil, or Camoens (an author of whom Mel- 
ville was fond)— the materials of an epic. Finally, one may 
suppose that partly under the mfluence of Hawthorne he 
saw that Ahab might be not only a quasi-Shakespearean 
heio, doomed by an inordinate pnde or tragic ignorance, 
but also the protagonist in a kind of Puntan inner drama, 
a drama of the mind in its isolation and obsessiop. For if 
Ahab is akin to Shakespeare's heroes, he is more so to such 
Hawthorne characters as Chillingworth, the pattern of 
whose life also became, in Hawthorne's phrase, "a dark 
necessity.” 

The reason one is interested in the process by which 
Mobtj-Dick evolved from a travelogue to the complex book 
it is is that as readers we often seem to share Melville's ex- 
citement as he and we make new discoveries— as we push 
farther into the unknown and find metaphors and formula- 
tions that make the unknown knowable. Melville thought 
of art as a process, as an emergent, ever creative, but never 
completed metaphor. Thus he makes his imaginary poet in 
Mardi triumphantly exclaim, m reference to the epic he has 
written, “I have created the creative!” In taking the view 
that a work of art is not a completed object but is an im- 
perfect form which should be left only potentially complete, 
Melville is much closer to Whitman than to Hawthorne. 
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And what he says about the technical whaling sections of 
Moby-Dick applies as well to the whole book. 

It was stated at the outset, that this system would not 
be here, and at once, perfected. You cannot but plainly 
see that I have kept my word. But I now leave my 
Cetological System standing thus unfinished, even as the 
great Cathedial of Cologne was left, with the crane still 
standing upon the top of the uncompleted tower. For 
small elections may be finished by then first architects; 
grand ones, tiue ones, ever leave the copestone to pos- 
terity. God keep me from ever completing anything. 
This whole book is but a draught— nay, but the draught 
of a draught. Oh, Time, Strength, Cash, and Patience! 

Moby-Dick, like the cathedral with the crane on its tower, 
allows us to see— in fact insists that we shall see— some of 
the machinery by which it was built, some of the processes 
of construction. Two passages may be quoted in this con- 
nection. The fiist was presumably in tei pointed in Chapter 
i6 and sounds, as Mr. Stewart suggests, like something one 
might as soon expect to find in a novelist’s notebook as in 
his novel. Melville seems almost to be arguing himself into 
believing that a tragic hero might be made out of a Nan- 
tucket whaleman, especially if he spoke in the Quaker 
manner: 

So that there are instances among [the Nantucketers] 
of men, who, named with Sciipture names— a singularly 
common fashion on the island— and in childhood naturally 
imbibing the stately diamatic thee and thou of the 
Quaker idiom, still, from the audacious, daiing, and 
boundless adventure of their subsequent lives, strangely 
blend with these unoutgrown peculiarities, a thousand 
bold dashes of character, not unworthy of a Scandinavian 
sea-king, or a poetical Pagan Roman. And when these 
things unite in a man of greatly superior natural force, 
with a globular brain and a ponderous heart; who has 
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also by the stillness and seclusion of many long night- 
watches in the remotest waters, and beneath constella- 
tions never seen here at the north, been led to think un- 
traditionally and independently, receiving all nature’s 
sweet or savage impressions fiesh from her own virgin 
voluntary and confiding breast, and thereby chiefly, but 
with some help from accidental advantages, to learn a 
bold and neivous lofty language— that man makes one in 
a whole nation’s census— a mighty pageant cieatuie, 
formed foi noble tragedies. Nor will it at all detract from 
him, diamaticaliy legarded, if either b> birth or other 
circumstances, he have what seems a half wilful over- 
ruling morbidness at the bottom of his nature. For all 
men tragically great are made so through a certain mor- 
bidness. Be suie of this, O young ambition, all mortal 
greatness is but disease. 

In this passage we join in the discovery of ideas that were 
to produce Ahab. In Chapter 14, ^‘Nantucket,” we partici- 
pate in the process bv which an epic emerges— namely, by 
the transmutation of the central facts about the life of a 
culture into poetry by means of the accretion of folk- 
lore, legend, and myth The wave-like ampliflcation and 
building-up, followed by the lyiic subsidence at the end, is 
characteristic of Melville’s imagination and is similar to the 
action of the book as a whole, as well as to various sections 
of it. One may be pardoned, then, for including here a long 
quotation; 

Nantucket! Take out your map and look at it. See 
what a real corner of the world it occupies, how it stands 
there, away off shore, more lonely than the Eddystone 
lighthouse. Look at it— a mere hillock, and elbow of sand; 
all beach, without a background- There is more sand 
there than you would use in twenty years as a substitute 
for blotting paper. Some gamesome wights will tell you 
that they have to plant weeds there, they don’t grow 
naturally; that they import Canada tliistles; that they 
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have to send beyond seas for a spile to stop a leak m 
an oil cask, tliat pieces of wood in Nantucket are car- 
ried about like bits of the true cross in Rome, that people 
there plant toadstools before their houses, to get under 
the shade in summer time, that one blade of glass makes 
an oasis, three blades in a day's walk a prairie, that they 
wear quicksand shoes, something like Laplander snow- 
shoes, that they are so shut up, belted about, every way 
inclosed, surrounded, and made an uttei island of by the 
ocean, that to their very chairs and tables small clams 
will sometimes be found adhering, as to the backs of sea 
turtles. But these extravaganzas only show that Nan- 
tucket is no Illinois. 

Look now^ at the wondrous traditional story of how 
this island was settled by the led-men. Thus goes the 
legend. In olden times an eagle swooped down upon the 
New England coast, and carried o£F an infant Indian in 
his talons. With loud lament the parents saw their child 
borne out of sight over the wide waters. They resolved 
to follow in the same direction. Setting out m their ca- 
noes, aftei a perilous passage they discovered the island, 
and there they found an empty ivoiy casket,— the poor lit- 
tle Indian s skeleton. 

What wonder, then, that these Nantucketers, bom on 
a beach, should take to the sea for a livelihood! They 
first caught crabs and quohogs m the sand, grown 
bolder, they waded out with nets for mackerel, more ex- 
peiienced, they pushed off m boats and captured cod; 
and at last, launching a navy of great ships on the sea, 
explored this watery world, put an incessant belt of cir- 
cumnavigations round it, peeped in at Behring's Straits; 
and in all seasons and all oceans declared everlasting war 
with the mightiest ammated mass that has survived the 
flood, most monstrous and most mountainous! That Him- 
malehan, salt-sea Mastodon, clothed with such porten- 
tousness of unconscious power, that his very panics are 
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more to be dreaded than his most fearless and malicious 
assaults! 

And thus have these naked Nantucketers, these sea 
hermits, issuing from their ant-hill m the sea, overrun 
and conquered the watery world like so many Alei^an- 
ders; parcelling out among them the Atlantic, Pacific, 
and Indian oceans, as the three pirate powers did Poland. 
Let America add Mexico to Texas, and pile Cuba upon 
Canada, let the Enghsh overswaim all India, and hang 
out their blazing banner fiom the sun, two thirds of this 
terraqueous globe are the Nantucketer’s. For the sea is 
his; he owns it, as Emperois own empires, other seamen 
having but a right of way through it. Merchant ships are 
but extension bridges, armed ones but floabng forts; even 
pirates and privateers, though following the sea as high- 
waymen the road, they but plunder other ships, other 
fragments of the land like themselves, without seeking to 
draw their hving from the bottomless deep itself. The 
Nantucketer, he alone resides and riots on the sea; he 
alone, in Bible language, goes down to it in ships, to and 
fro ploughing it as his own special plantation. There is 
his home, there lies his business which a Noah’s flood 
would not interrupt, though it overwhelmed all the mil- 
lions in China. He lives on the sea, as prairie cocks in the 
prairie; he hides among the waves, he climbs them as 
chamois hunters climb the Alps. For years he knows not 
the land, so that when he comes to it at last, it smells 
like another world, more strangely than the moon would 
to an Earthman. With the landless gull, that at sunset 
folds her wings and is rocked to sleep between billows; 
so at nightfall, the Nantucketer, out of sight of land, furk 
his sails, and lays him to his rest, while under his very 
pillow rush herds of walruses and whales. 
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An Epic Romance 

This term is perhaps the inevitable one for Melville’s great 
book. But Moby-Dick is extremely impme art, it is a hybnd, 
one of the most audacious, surely, that have ever been con- 
ceived. As Melville himself exclaims at one point, “I try ev- 
erything. I achieve what I can.” 

The partly romanticized travelogue-novel which the book 
was apparently first intended to be still contributes its con- 
siderable realism and wealth of detail to the whole. And of 
course those admonitory critics who are always telling us 
that Moby-Dick is ]ust a good whaling yarn and should be 
discussed only as such seem at first to have their point. But 
the realistic sea-going novel as practiced by Melville and 
by Cooper, Smollett, Marryat, and Dana, whose example 
Melville followed, is not a particularly interesting form, ex- 
citing as it IS to read. Although Moby-Dick contains many 
novelisdc elements— of character, panorama, scene, and ac- 
tion— it has fewer that repay study than, for example, The 
Scarlet Letter. If we are to follow Melville’s imagination, 
we have to go afield from the sea-novel, although we al- 
ways come back to it as we read. 

As was suggested earher, in discussing allegory and sym- 
bol, Moby-Dick is in one sense a symbohst poem. It con- 
tains also stiong melodramatic, if not fully tragic elements. 
It IS certainly m one sense a comic work. And some pas- 
sages, such as appear in the inconceivably beautiful chap- 
ters called “The Funeral,” “The Pacific,” “The Dying 
Whale,” and “The Symphony,” are sheer lyric. 

One does not detract from the book in saying that it has 
a “made-up” quality, that it is a good deal “put together,” 
and is very much a piece of literary fabrication. In view of 
this one has trouble associating it quite so readily with the 
epic imagination of the Bronze Age and the Age of the 
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Vikings as Newton Arvin does in his book on Melville 
(which IS, however, at least through the chapter on Moby- 
Dick, much the best book). 

As an epic, Moby-Dick follows in some ways the univer- 
sal convention to which it belongs. It celebrates, that is, 
customs, techniques, occupations, ideals, and types of he- 
roic humanity which are chaiactenstic of the culture m 
which they appear Given the culture Melville is expressing, 
what would we expect him to include in his epic? We must 
have heroes, nobility, and these will be the heroes of the 
Ameiican nineteenth century-hunters, exploiters, captams 
of industry (for Ahab is one of these, and the Pequod is a 
beautifully efficient factory for the production of whale oil). 
What skills and pieoccupations will be stressed? Not the 
martial skills of the Iliad, nor the political and moral sblls 
of the Aenetd, nor the theological and political prowess of 
faradise Lost, but the techniques of subduing nature-and 
thus the descnptions, as loving and detailed as that of 
Achilles’s shield in the Iliad, of the ship, the whale boats, 
and all then intricate apparatus. But although superficially 
resembhng the Odyssey, ,Mohy-Dick lacks, among other 
things, the rich observation of ethos, of ways of hfe, real 
and fabulous, which we find in Homer’s poem. The Odyssey 
IS extremely sophisticated about manners and morals and 
is actually more novelistic than Moby-Dick. 

In a democratic epic such as Moby-Dick avowedly is we 
would expect a celebration of the ideals of equahty and 
brotherhood, on the one hand, and mdividuahsm, on the 
other. The ideal masculine attachment here is not me 
hierarchic relation of Achilles and Patroclus, tender as that 
is but the perfect fraternal equality of persons of different 
race Thus Ishmael and Queequeg join the much discussed 
company of Natty Bumppo and Chingachgook, Huck Fmn 
and Jim. ;The different ideal of individualism is expressed 
in the ready derring-do ^nd self-respiting unconvOTtionah 
ity of all the main figures. And Ahab becomes, as the dark 
necessity” of the story sets in, a heightened example of m- 
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dependent man, as if Mehille were out to test some of the 
extreme implications of tlie dominant Emersonian creed of 
self-reliance 

As IS suggested by the passage about Nantucket, quoted 
above, the raw mateiial for the great metaphors of Mel- 
vijle s epic is ‘‘American humor”— that is, the body of folk 
sayings, jokes, and tall tales that had formed by Melville’s 
time a reservoir of legendary materials on which he could 
draw. The story of the white whale is of course in itself a 
very tall tale and, m the manner of the tale teller, Melville 
adduces a considerable number of fancies and rumors about 
Moby-Dicks almost supernatural powers. One finds fre- 
quent references to semilegendary early heros, like Geor^ 
Washington, Andrew Jackson, Franklm. The main charac- 
ters, even Ahab, behave and speak sometimes like the hu- 
morous, boastful frontiersmen and canny, canting, mystical 
Yankee peddlers who figured in the oral legend and on the 
popular stage of Melville’s time. 

The native legends, which Melville was the first impor- 
tant writer to use with any fullness, aie unusual in the 
history of the world by being predominantly humorous. The 
humor, as Constance Rourke has shown, oscillates rather 
wildly between extremes, being on the one hand boasting, 
oratorical, even megalomaniac and on the other meditative, 
soliloquizing, oddly indirect, covert, and sad. It is charao- 
teristicaliy oral, even after being incorporated into so liter- 
ary, so written a book as Moby-Dtck, For Melville presents 
his story to us as if he felt the necessity of talking us, and 
himself, into accepting it. He does not accredit it by say- 
ing that the Muse told it to him. He assumes, rather, the 
guise of the salesman and the showman In the very first 
chapter we find that whereas a hero of another epic might 
attribute his turn of fortune to Hera or Zeus, Ishmael re- 
gards himself as a sort of bit player in an extravaganza pro- 
duced by “those stage managers, the Fates”— showmen 
who, as we may think more than once in reading Moby- 
Dkk^ resemble P. T. Barnum, rather than Zeus^ 
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And, doubtless, my going on this whaling voyage, formed 
part of the grand programme of Providence that was 
drawn up a long time ago. It came in as a sort of bnef 
interlude and solo behveen more extensive performances. 
I take it that this part of the bill must have run some- 
thing like this: 

*'Grand Contested Election for the Fresidency of the 
United States 

‘WHALING VOYAGE BY ONE ISHMAEL. 
^'BLOODY BATTLE IN AFGHANlSTANr 

Though I cannot tell why it was exactly that those 
stage managers, the Fates, put me down for this shabby 
part of a whahng voyage, when otheis were set down for 
magnificent parts m high tragedies, and short and easy 
parts in genteel comedies, and jolly parts in farces— 
though I cannot tell why this was exactly, yet, now I re- 
call all the circumstances, I think I can see a little into 
the spnngs and motives which being cunmngly pre- 
sented to me under various disguises, induced me to set 
about performing the part I did, besides cajoling me into 
the delusion that it was a choice resulting from m> own 
unbiased freewill and discnmmating judgment. 

The biash, vaunting tone of “American humor” is heard 
throughout Moby-Dick, as in the episode (to take but one 
example out of a hundred) in which Stubb bedevils and 
hoodwinks the master of the French ship Rosebud. 

Yet the most beautiful pages m Moby-Dick are those in 
which the insistent, though often disembodied voice of 
Ishmael takes on the flowing, meditative tone of introspec- 
tion and revery. Thus at the end of Chapter 35 we have 
Ishmael on the masthead. He is so engrossed in his own 
thoughts that he forgets to watch for whales, meriting the 
reproach tliat “Whales are scarce as hen*s teeth whenever 
thou art up there/' But then with an abrupt but not dis- 
concerting change from this jocose beginning we follow 
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Ishmaers flow of consciousness as he “takes the mystic 
ocean at his feet for the visible magic of that deep, blue, 
bottomless soul, pervading mankind and nature, and every 
strange, half -seen, beautiful thing that eludes him, every 
dimly-discovered, uprising fin of some undiscemible form, 
seems to him the embodiment of those elusive thoughts that 
only people the soul by continually flitting through it.” Then 
nearly losing consciousness under the spell of the fantasy, 
he imagines himself m a moment of panic dropping with a 
shriek into the sea. And Melville winds up the chapter, as 
he often does, with a moral based on an elaborate analogy: 
“Heed it well, ye Pantheists*” “American humor,” with its 
sense of violence and the precariousness of life, is awaie of 
langes of leality unsuspected by “pantheists”— or by the 
Emersonian transcendentalists Melville may have in mind 
when m describing the “mystic ocean” into which Ishmael 
gazes he makes it resemble the Oversoul. 

To pursue the method suggested m Constance Rourke’s 
American Humor (for that is what I have been doing in 
the above paiagraphs) is to discover the legendary mate- 
rials of Melville's epic of whaling. It gives us some insight 
into the origins of the great images, persons, and actions 
of the book. It is even a way of understanding some of the 
authors leading attitudes about life. It gives us, above all, 
the sense of the genial, the humane, and the creative. And 
if it does not show us all that is apprehended by what Ahab 
calls the “high perception,” it does make us feel the natural, 
the aesthetic textuie of life that appeals to the “low enjoy- 
ing power.” Perhaps only Mark Twain and Faulkner have 
known as well as Melville how to capture in their stones 
the variegated musings of the folk humor, and how to play 
these off against actions whose meaning is abstract and 
univeisaL 
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The Meaning of Moby-Dick 

If we think of the diamatic action involving Ahab and the 
pursuit of the v;hale, isolating this in cur minds from the 
almost encyclopedic context m which it occurs, we are con- 
scious of a meaning, even of a didactic purpose. Just what 
the meaning is has been the subject of much speculation. 
Undoubtedly the fiist step towards understanding Moby^ 
Dick IS to observe what is really very obvious* it is a book 
about the alienation from life that results from an excessive 
or neurotic self-dependence. Melville has conceived of his 
moral fable in a way which makes Mohij-Dick distinctly a 
book of its time and place and allies it intimately with the 
work of other American writers. As Newton Arvin demon- 
strates, there is some reason to think of Ahab as guilty of 
hybtis, in the Greek sense, or of excessive pride, in the 
Christian sense, but there is more reason to think of him 
as guilty of or victimized by a distoited “self-reliance.” An 
alternative to Ahab’s suicidal course is proposed by the au- 
thor. But since Mi. Arvin explains this m a way which seems 
generally to confirm the view of the American imagination 
as we are attempting to understand it in the present book, 
let us listen to him. Mr, Arvin begins by saying that “the 
alternative to Ahab’s egotism” is not the Greek “ideal of 
'nothing too much’” nor the Christian ideal of “a broken 
and contnte heart.” Rather, he says. 

On one level it is an intuition that carries us beyond mo- 
rality, in the usual sense, into the realm of cosmic piety; 
on the usual ethical level, however, it is a strong intuition 
of human solidarity as a priceless good. Behind Melville’s 
expression of this, one is conscious of the gravity and the 
tenderness of religious feeling, if not of religious belief; 
it came to him in pait from the Christian tradition in 
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which he had been nurtured. The form it took m him, 
however, is no longer specifically Christian; as with Haw- 
thorne and Whitman, it was the natural recoil of a sen- 
sitive imagination, enriched by the humanities of roman- 
tic idealism, against the ruinous individualism of the age. 
It is Melville’s version of Hawthorne’s “magnetic chain of 
humamty,” of Whitman’s “manly attachment”, so far, it 
is an essentially humanistic and secular principle. 

The only caveat that needs to be added to these words is 
that the “intuition of human solidarity as a priceless good” 
is stronger in Melville and Whitman than in Hawthorne and 
that for all of them “human solidarity” means not a settled 
social order but a more or less unstable idyllic relationship, 
a personal and ideal sharing of the human fate among peo- 
ple temporal ily brought together by chance or by a com- 
mon purpose. The intuition of solidarity tends to come to 
American writers only when the sohdarity is precarious and 
doomed by the passing of time or by the mere anarchic 
instinct of the individual. And so the American novel is full 
of idealized momentary associations—Natty Bumppo and his 
compamons, Hawthorne’s Bhthedalers, Ishmael, Queequeg 
and the crew of the Pequod, Huck Finn and Nigger Jim 
on their raft, or—that classic example of the instability and 
mixed motives that characterize united ^ action among 
Americans— the Bundien family in Faulkner’s As 1 Lay 
Dying. Even such relatively stable social orders as that of 
the Bostonians described in James’s The Europeans or that 
of the New Yorkers in Edith Wharton’s Age of Innocence 
have to legroup themselves and suffer a good deal of agony 
in order to put up a united front against the foreigner who, 
in each novel, threatens invasion. 

But to take up Mr. Arvin’s argument again, one notes, in 
carrying it a step further, that the moral action of Moby- 
Dick is not strictly tiagic or Christian. It is an action con-’ 
ceived as taking place in a universe of extreme contradic- 
tions. There is death and there is life. Death— spiritual, 
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emotional, physical— is the price of self-rehance when it is 
pushed to the point of solipsism, where the world has no 
existence apart from the all-sufiScient self. Life is to be clung 
to, if only precariously and for the moment, by natural piety 
and the abihty to share with others the common vicissitudes 
of the human situation. These are the clear alternatives. 

What must be remembered is that this is a melodiamatic 
view of things. Strictly speaking, both Greek and Christian 
tragedy offer an ideal of catharsis or redemption— forms of 
harmonious life that come about through death. It is this 
life through death that Ishmael seems to have been given 
in the Epilogue, when he alone is saved by the co£Bn-hfe- 
buoy. But IS this really a catharsis, a redemption, a rebirth? 
The momentary sense of harmony and joy is all too easily 
dispelled by the chilly gloom, the final despair, of the last 
words. "On the second day, a sail drew near, nearer, and 
picked me up at last. It was the devious-cmismg Rachel, 
that m her retracing search after her missmg children, only 
found another orphan.” 

For Melville there is httle promise of renewal and rewardi 
after suffering. There is no transcendent ground where the 
painful contradictions of the human dilemma are recon- 
ciled. There is no hfe through death. There is only life and 
death, and for any individual a momentary choice between 
them. What moves Melville most powerfully is the horror 
that is the violent result of making the wrong choice. He 
is moved too by the comic aspect of the spectacle, the 
absurdity of such a creature as man, endowed with de- 
sires and an imagmation so various, complex, and pro- 
creative yet so much the prisoner of the cruel contradic- 
tions with which, in his very being, he is inexorably 
involved* Finally, he is moved by the blissful, idyllic, erotic 
attachment to life and to one’s ideal comrades, which is the 
only promise of happiness. 

Solipsism, hypnotic self-regard, imprisonment within tibe 
self— these themes have absorbed American novelists. The 
Concord transcendentalism, of which Melville was very 


107 



THE A2WIERICAN NOVEL AND ITS TRADITION 


much aware and whose sensibility he in many ways shared, 
was a philosoph>--or rather an ethical poetry— of the self. 
The idea of the image reflected m the mirror or m the water 
appeals as strongly to Melville as to Hawthorne, and like 
Hawthorne he uses this literary convention to point up the 
dangers of an exaggerated self-regard, rather than, as Whit- 
man and Emerson loved to do, to suggest the vital possi- 
bilities of the self. At the veiy beginmng of Moby-Dick we 
are shown ‘‘crowds of water-gazeis” who aie “posted like 
silent sentinels’' around the shores of Manhattan and are 
“fixed in ocean reveries." And then, says Melville, amplify- 
ing his effect with his usual semi-humorous parody of learn- 
ing, there is the still deeper “meaning of that stoiy of 
Narcissus, who because he could not grasp the tormenting, 
mild image he saw in the fountain, plunged mto it and was 
drowned. But that same image, we ourselves see in all 
rivers and oceans. It is the image of the ungraspable phan- 
tom of Me, and this is the key to it all.” 

This last statement is tantalizing and although it sounds 
a little offhand, like a too facile way to end a paragraph, 
it also sounds and is important. For the book is to offer the 
alternative of Narcissus. One may, hke Ahab, look mto the 
water, or into the profound and ultimately unknowable 
abyss of nature, and see only one s own image or an un- 
graspable phantom, a white whale which is only a pro- 
jection of self., Or, like Ishmael or Starbuck, one may see 
one's own image but in a context of life and reality which is 
not one's self. To be Ahab is to be unable to resist the 
Jiypnotic attraction of the self with its impulse to envelop 
and control the universe. To be Ishmael is to be able at the 
last minute to resist the plunge from the masthead into the 
sea one has with rapt fascination been gazing at, to assert 
at the critical moment the diffeience between the self and 
the not-self . To be Starbuck is to understand what the white 
whale might mean to a man like Ahab but to insist “with 
the stubbornness of life” that the whale is merely “a dumb 
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brute” to seek vengeance on which is ‘l^lasphemous” and 
“madness.” 

Chapter 99, “The Doubloon,” tells us much about the 
meaning of Moby-Dick, The doubloon is a gold com Ahab 
has nailed to the mam mast. It is to be won by whoever 
fiist sees the white whale. Ishmael describes the com in 
detail (if indeed Ishmael can be called the narrator at this 
point, he is always ostensibly the narrator but in much of 
the latter part of the novel he is not felt as such). The coin 
is from Ecuador. “So this bright com came from a country 
planted in the middle of the world, and beneath the great 
equator, and named after it, and it had been cast midway 
up the Andes, in the unwaning climate that knows no 
autumn.” In the ambiguous symbolism of the coin, involv- 
ing three mountains crowned respectively with a flame, a 
tower, and a crowing cock, we see “the keystone sun enter- 
ing the equinoctial point at Libra” (the Scales). Without 
worrying over the rather labored symbolism, we note that 
for author-Ishmael the coin represents the equator, the 
dividing line in a dualistic world. From the point of view of 
the equator, there are in human destiny two grand alterna- 
tives: the self-absorption which leads to isolation, madness, 
and suicide, or the imperfect but more or less objective 
perceptions of the world which allow one to cling to life. All 
this is shown in the procession of the main figures of the 
drama as each in turn meditates momentarily on the coin. 
Ahab sohloquizes thus. 

the firm tower, that is Ahab; the volcano, that is Ahab; 
the courageous, the undaunted, and victorious fowl, that, 
too, is Ahab; all are Ahab; and this round gold is but 
the image of the rounder globe, which, like a magician’s 
glass, to each and every man in turn but mirrors back 
his own mysterious self. 

The others respond to the symbolism of the coin in their dif- 
ferent ways, but each is free of Ahab’s imprisonment. Star- 
buck sees the symbolism of the ordinary pious ChristiaB 
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iife. Stubb is reminded of his carpe diem philosophy, his 
jolly acceptance of hfe and death. Flask, even less imagina- 
tive, sees simply a gold coin that, as he pauses to calculate, 
would buy nine hundred and sixty cigars. The Manxman, 
a primitive soothsayer, sees merely a vague doom. Fedallah, 
the Parsee harpooner Ahab has smuggled aboard, sees the 
fire worshiped in his religion. Pip, rather remimscenf of 
King Lear’s fool, expresses with a theological despair, one 
may think, the impossibility of seeing anything, the impossi- 
bility of knowledge. To him it is not only Ahab who is im- 
prisoned within the self, it is in the nature of man to seek 
but not to find, to look but not to see. Thus he mutters; 
‘T look, you look, he looks, we look, ye look, they look.” 
Little Pip is Melville’s Christian caveat. As we are told in 
“The Castaway” (Chapter 93), Pip “saw God’s foot upon 
the treadle of the loom, and spoke it, and therefore his ship- 
mates called him mad. So man’s insanity is heaven’s sense. 
. . Heaven’s sense may be glimpsed by visionaries, Mel- 
ville concedes, but it cannot be brought to bear on such 
actions as are reported in Mobtj-Dick. 

As a symbol the whale is endlessly suggestive of mean- 
ings. It is as significant and manifold as Nature herself, and, 
of course, that is the point. Like nature the whale is para- 
doxically benign and malevolent, nounshing and destruc- 
tive. It IS massive, brutal, monolithic, but at the same time 
protean, erotically beautiful, infinitely variable. It appears 
to be unpredictable and mindless; yet it is controlled by 
certain laws. The chapter on “The Whiteness of the Whale” 
is a tour de force of learning and ingenuity such as Melville 
liked to get off. It remains, however, rather inert, and like 
some of the excessively extended chapters on cetology, or 
the interpolated story of the Town-Ho, it forces us to step 
outside the action of the book m order to take in a sort of 
sideshow at a moment when we are all for getting on with 
the main event. Still the idea of the whale’s whiteness is 
indispensable. Whiteness is the paradoxical color, the color 
that involves all the contradictions Melville attributes to 
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nature. It signifies death and corruption as readily as 
virginal purity, innocence, and youth. It has the advantage 
of being, from one point of view, the color that contains all 
colors, whereas fiom another point of view, it suggests a 
tabula rasa which may be imaginatively endowed with 
significance according to the desire or obsession of him who 
beholds it. It also readily suggests the sense of the uncanny 
or the preternatural out of which mythic and religious ideas 
are formed. 

As Melville writes. 

Is it that by its indefiniteness it shadows forth the 
heartless voids and immensities of the umverse, and thus 
stabs us fiom behmd with the thought of annihilation, 
when beholding the white depths of the milky way? Or 
is it, that as in essence whiteness is not so much a color 
as the visible absence of color, and at the same time the 
concrete of all colors; is it for these reasons that there is 
such a dumb blankness, full of meanmg, m a wide land- 
scape of snows— a colorless, all-color of atheism from 
which we shnnk? 

These rhetorical questions help us to understand what Mel- 
ville has in mmd. Yet the most memorable passages about 
the whiteness of the whale are in other chapters where 
Melville the unsurpassable poet lays aside the rather awk- 
ward philosophizings that encumber portions of his book. 
The essential voice of Melville is to be heard in the half 
humorous, subtly eiotic lync tone which is peculiar to 
Moby-Dick: 

A gentle joyousness— a mighty mildness of repose in 
swiftness, invested the gliding whale. Not the white bull 
Jupiter swimming away with ravished Europa clinging 
to his graceful horns; his lovely, leering eyes sideways 
intent upon the maid, with smooth bewitching fleetness, 
rippling straight for the nuptial bower in Crete; not Jove# 
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not that great majesty Supreme! did surpass the glorified 
White Whale as he so divinely swam. 

But we should not think Melville a very great poet if he had 
not written passages like the following (from “The Fu- 
neral,” Chapter 69): 

The vast tackles have now done their duty The peeled 
white body of the beheaded whale flashes like a marble 
sepulchre, though changed in hue, it has not perceptibly 
lost anything m bulk. It is still colossal. Slowly it floats 
more and more away, the water round it torn and 
splashed by the insatiate sharks, and the air above vexed 
with rapacious flights of screaming fowls, whose beaks 
are hke so many insulting poniards in the whale. The 
vast white headless phantom floats further and further 
from the ship, and every rod that it so floats, what seem 
square roods of sharks and cubic roods of fowls, augment 
the murderous dm. For hours and hours from the almost 
stationary ship that hideous sight is seen. Beneath the 
unclouded and mild azure sky, upon the fair face of the 
pleasant sea, wafted by the joyous breezes, that great 
mass of death floats on and on, till lost in infinite per- 
spectives. 

The point of these remarks on “the meaning of Mdby- 
Dick"^ will have been missed unless it is seen that they 
attnbute a less manifold meaning to the book than is some- 
times attributed to it. The symbols are manifold and sug- 
gestive; the epic scope is opulent, the rhetoric is full and 
various, the incidental actions and metaphors aie richly ab- 
sorbing. The meaning is profound. But at the same time 
it is narrow. The issues, as opposed to the states of mind 
and feeling they generate, are all simplified, they are ab- 
stracted and compressed to a degree incompatible with the 
broadei reach, the more comprehensive concreted signifi- 
cance of greater poems like King Lear, The Dimne Comedy, 
or The Iliad. These poems bring to the given facts of human 
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destiny a universal tragic conception of their meaning. 
Melville’s mind, no less profound in its intuitive sense of 
life, is nevertheless comparatively narrow and abstract. In 
this as in its mcompaiable discoveries of language, its ap- 
propriation of new subject matters, and its opemng out of 
new aesthetic experience, Moby-Dtck is at once the most 
startling and the most characteristic product of the Ameri- 
can imagination. 


A Note on Billy Budd 

Melville’s last novel has enjoyed a well-deserved popularity 
in recent years. The mood is of reminiscence and profundity. 
There is much reflection, somewhat Conradian, on the prob- 
lems that are raised by the plight of a serious, well-meaning 
individual, Captain Vere, as he faces some of the insoluble 
dilemmas involved in man’s life in society and in history- 
dilemmas made specially urgent for him because he is in a 
position of command and responsibility, There is the vivid 
parable-like drama of Billy himself, who is destined inno- 
cently to kill Claggart and to die for the deed. There is also 
an implied lesson, that the appropriate virtues, as we con- 
template the fate of man in history, are resignation and 
stoic forbearance; that the appiopriate moods are elegy and 
pathos, and that there is perhaps the ghmmering possibility 
of grace or spiritual lebirth manifesting itself in history. 

These qualities, however, are not the ones commonly 
pointed out by the critics who have written on Melville in 
the last fifteen years (for example, they hardly ever men- 
tion Captain Vere, who is at the moral center of the book) . 
Most of these critics have followed the lead of F. O. Mat- 
thiessen in The American Renaissance and have viewed 
Melville’s novel as a drama of religious revelation. An ex- 
treme instance of this reading of Billy Budd is found in 
R. W. B. Lewis’s The American Adam. Mr. Lewis seems to 
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place Bilhj Budd viitually at the top of the American 
literary accomplishment He thinks of it as a kind of New 
Testament, which coriects the eirors and completes what 
was left unfinished and unsaid in Moby-Dick, a kind of Old 
Testament. For Mr Lewis, Billy Budd is a foim of levela- 
tion or dramatic '^comment” moving dialectically towards 
divine truth. In Billy Budd, that is, fallen humanity is re- 
born in the Christ-like heio, and foi the first time an Ameri- 
can fiction has ‘‘enteied, once and foi all, into the dimen- 
sion of myth,” by which Mi. Lewis means the myth of the 
death and rebiith of the divine heio, since for him this 
single mythic motif constitutes 'myth” in general. 

Yet surely Moby-Dick is closer to the grand archetypes 
of the American imagination tlian is Billy Budd And one’s 
reason for thinking that this is so is Mr. Lewis’s reason for 
thinbng that it isn’t. For as he coirectly wiites, ‘'Moby- 
Dick IS an elaborate pattern of countercommentaiies, the 
supreme instance of the dialectical novel— a novel of ten- 
sion without resolution.” Exactly so. The imagination that 
created Moby-Dick, and other great American works from 
The Scarlet Letter to Light in August, is, then, not specifi- 
cally tragic and Chiistian, but melodramatic and Mani- 
chaean. It does not settle ultimate questions, it leaves them 
open. 

Billy Budd, as its opening pages strongly insist, is more 
political than theological or mythic. Its spirit is closer to 
Edmund Buike than to Kenneth Buike, a critic who has in- 
fluenced Mr. Lewis. It dramatizes the conservative idea 
'that society must follow a middle way of expediency and 
compromise. Society cannot be based on the contrary ab- 
solutes of good and evil represented by Billy Budd and his 
traducer Claggart. If these absolute exti ernes enter the 
arena of society, they assume a revolutionary form and so 
from the point of view of political realism, it is proper that 
they should destioy each other. But this is hardly a “resolu- 
tion” of any sort, except perhaps as showing that contradic- 
tions are absorbed m history. The Bibhcal metaphors 
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Melville uses suggest a quasi-Augustiniaii idea of grace re- 
vealed in history. But still the final impression we get from 
Melville’s story is less the mystery of incarnation than the 
mystery entailed in the eternal contradiction of good and 
evil, the kingdom of light and the kingdom of darkness* 
The political structure of society cannot countenance this 
extreme polarity. But this polarity^ may, nevertheless, be the 
very substance of the aesthetic imagination, as indeed, m 
Billy Budd, it is. And in this sense Melville’s last novel ap- 
peals to us on the same grounds as does Moby-Dtek, 
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Chapter Vi 

THE LESSON OF THE 
MASTER 

The Tortrait of a Lady 

Henry James’s Portrait of a Lady (1880) was the first 
novel by an American that made, within the limits of its sub- 
ject, full use of the novel form. By comparison, no previous 
American novel, even those of James, can claim to be fully 
"done.” From James’s point of view the older American 
romance-novelists had many faults. Some of these he singles 
out explicitly in his biography of Hawthorne, others, as was 
noted in Chapter I, he directly or -indirectly deals with in 
his prefaces and critical writings. Cooper, Hawthorne, and 
Melville (actually James seems to know next to nothing of 
the last) relied too readily on extravagant events and star- 
tling characters. They failed to render experience fully. 
They failed to illustrate and dramatize connections and re- 
lations. They did not see (m the words of the Preface to 
Roderick Hudson) that for the true novelist "the continuity 
of things is the whole matter ... of comedy and tragedy.” 

To read the first page of The Portrait of a Lady is to step 
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into a woild unfrequented b> the earlier American novelists. 
A handsome pictorial representation, a fine old house, 
beautiful lawns and gardens, a group of people being set 
in motion—all these may be found in Coopers Satanstoe or 
Hawthorne’s Bouse of the Seven Gables, But James’s pro- 
cedure is different horn that of the earlier writers. The ef- 
fect he seeks is more oiganic and self-contained. At the 
same time, there is more detail, moie careful obseivation, 
for he has “researched” his subject-something which Haw- 
thorne, as James said, tended to leave undone. We en- 
counter at the very beginning the author’s reference to his 
book as a “history” and we are perhaps reminded that in 
his essay “The Art of Fiction” (1884) he was to say that 
the novel should give the same impression of veracity as 
does history itself. 

On the broad, sloping lawn of the mansion James calls 
Gardencourt we discover people taking tea, and they are 
finding it agreeable, not only because it tastes good but 
because drinking it is a mild ntual by which they show 
themselves to be a part of a way of life, a social order 
which we understand is to figure strongly in the book, as 
strongly as does the life of the Westchester aristocracy m 
Safanstoe. Yet the life of James’s characters will be illus- 
trated and dramatized with a far more exact and also a 
more poetic art than one can find in Cooper’s novel. 

To admit, as most readers would, that there is an ele- 
ment of poetry in TJie Portrait of a Lady is to admit that 
though it has all of the novehstic virtues, it has others too. 
There is a sense m which one might speak of the “poetry” of 
Pride and Prejudice or Middlemarch'^a poetry of picture 
and scene, a poetry felt to belong to the organized effect of 
chaiacter, action, and setting. But this is, so to speak, 
novehstic poetry, of the kind every interesting novel has. 
The Portrait has it too, but it also has a further dimension 
of poetry, to understand which one must perceive that 
James’s novel is akin to romance as the others are not, 

Tt is an important fact about James’s art that he gave up 
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what he considered the claptrap of romance without giv- 
ing up its mysteiy and beauty. Mr Leavis m The Great 
Tradition is not inteiested in James as a romancer, but he 
nevertheless notes that James is a “poet-novelisf’ and says 
that he combines Jane Austens skill of observing and 
dramatizing manners with Hawthorne’s “piofoundly moral 
and psychological . . . poetic art of fiction.” This is very 
well put, and it suppoits the supposition of this chapter 
that a part of James’s great program for improving the 
novel consisted of the reconstitution, on new grounds, of 
romance. Often one has difficulty in pinning dowm any one 
element of a James novel as belonging to romance because 
the author has so completely subdued and transmuted it to 
suit his exacting novelistic pui poses. The element of ro- 
mance becomes generally subverted and assimilated, yet 
in turn it imparts the glow of poetry to the realistic sub- 
stance of the novel. Which is to say m a different way 
what Mr. Leavis says in the following. own con- 

stant and profound concern with spiritual facts expresses 
itself not only in what obviously demands to be called 
symbolism, but m the handling of character, episode, and 
dialogue, and in the totality of the plot, so that when he 
seems to offer a novel of manners, he gives us more than 
that and the ‘poetry’ is major.” 

The conscious assimilation of romance into the novelistic 
substance of The Forirait took place in two different ways. 
It was assimilated into the language of the book and pro- 
duced a general enrichment of metaphor. It was also 
biought in in the chaiacter of Isabel Archer, the heroine, 
who is to a considerable extent our point of view as we 
read. Isabel tends to see things as a romancer does, whereas 
the author sees things with the firmer, more comprehen- 
sive, and more disillusioned vision of the novelist. Thus 
James brings the element of romance into the novel in such 
a way that he can both shaie in the romantic point of view 
of his heroine and separate himself from it by taking an 
objective view of it. 
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The metaphors of The Portrait of a Lady do not often 
rival the amazingly elaborate figuies one encounters m 
James’s later works, but by contrast with the usual practice 
of the novel at the time James wrote they aie notably dar- 
ing— so much so that sometimes they seem to lead a life 
of their own w’lthin the spacious world of the book, al- 
though in each case we are led to see the relevance of the 
metaphor to the couise of events and to the pattern of un- 
folding significance. Theie is a paiadox, says James in his 
Preface to The Portrait, in trying to write a fiction at once 
so complex and so ambitious. The paradox is that a novel 
so conceived must ^positively . . . appear more true to its 
chaiacter in pioportion as it strams, or tends to buist, with 
a latent extravagance, its mould.” Metaphor offered to 
James a kind of lepositoiy or annex m which the latent 
extravagance of his imagination might take form. As has 
often been noticed the mam figures of speech m James’s 
novel— although the variety is rich— have to do with the 
house and the garden. 

The metaphors are sometimes extravagant. For example 
we read of Isabel that “her imagination was by habit 
ridiculously active; when the door was not open it jumped 
out of the window.” But that is a mere piece of fancy and 
reminds us less of the characteristic piactice of James than 
of the quaint wit of Hawthorne. Oidmanly, James’s meta- 
phors, in The Portrait as elsewhere, are not quaint and con- 
cise. They are suggestively imaginative and they are likely 
to be given a tone of elevated levity which at once enjoys 
what IS being said and takes note of its extravagance. As 
often as not the Jamesian metaphor shows that mixture of 
serious poetic imagination with humor which we find in 
other American writers, notably Melville, Mark Twain, and 
Faulkner. Although one would hardly mistake the style of 
any one of these writers for that of any other, all of them 
are fond of the serious, intricately sustamed joke. Here is 
James speaking of Ralph Touchett*s pose of facetious irony, 
which Isabel, in her earnest sincerity, finds baffling and also 
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reprehensible. Sensing his inner despair and sorrv’ that he is 
sickly, she wants to come direct! v to the ‘‘leaF' Ralph 
Touchett, but he himself explains the value of his pose: 

“I keep a band of music in my ante-room. It has orders 
to play without stopping; it renders me h\o excellent 
services. It keeps the sounds of the woild from reaching 
the private apartments, and it makes the world think that 
dancing’s going on within.” It was dance music indeed 
that you usually heard when you came within earshot 
of Ralphs band; the liveliest waltzes seemed to float 
upon the air Isabel often found herself irritated by this 
perpetual fiddling, she would have liked to pass— 

James finds the metaphor, once launched, too good to 
drop- 

through the ante-room, as her cousin called it, and enter 
the private apartments It mattered little that he had 
assured her they were a very dismal place, she would 
have been glad to undertake to sweep them and set them 
in order. It was but half-hospitality to let her remam 
outside. 

The idea of leaving and entering a house, the contrast of 
different kinds of houses, the question of whether a house is 
a prison or the scene of liberation and fulfillment— these are 
the substance of the metaphors in The Fortrait of a Lady. 
Figuratively speaking, the story told m the novel is of 
Isabel’s leaving an Amencan house— a way of life, that is— 
for a European house. Ostensibly she conceives of this as 
an escape from frustrating and cramping confinement to a 
fuller, freer, more resonant and significant life. Actually, it is 
not hard to see that although James has much admiration 
and tenderness of feeling for his heroine, he gives her an 
element of perverse Yankee idealism of the sort that he was 
shortly to portray in the more exacerbated form of posi- 
tively ^evmrted idealism in Olive Chancellor in The Bos- 
tonians. So that for all her dark-haired, gray-eyed beauty, 
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her delightful young enthusiasm, and her zest for life, there 
is in Isabel a fatal susceptibility to a form of imprisonment 
worse than that she has escaped, Figuiatively, the house in 
which she lives as the wife of Gilbert Osmond confines her 
m a hopeless imprisonment she could not consciously have 
imagined. 

Our fiist sight of Isabel occurs when with her abrupt 
charm and her disarming candor she walks across the lawn 
at Gardencourt, the Touchetts* English estate, and presents 
heiself to her cousin Ralph, liis father, and Lord Warbur- 
ton. But then m the foim of a fiash-back we are speedily 
acquainted with the general circumstances of Isabels child- 
hood and girlhood. We find her in the old family house at 
Albany talking with Mrs. Touchett and gieeting with joy 
Mrs. Touchett s offer to take her to Euiox^e. ‘‘To go to 
Florence,” says Label, “Td promise almost anything!” She 
sees in this offer an escape from the lonehness of the Kfe 
she has known m the great, empty, dismal house Yet now 
that escape is in view, Isabel admits that she does not 
hate the house or the circumstances of her early life, even 
though Mrs. Touchett dismisses the place as “very bour- 
geois.” “I like places m which things have happened,” says 
Isabel, “—even if they’re sad things. A great many people 
have died here, the place has been full of life.” And to 
Mrs. Touchett's queiy “Is that what you call being full of 
life?” she replies, “I mean full of expeiience— of people’s 
feelings and sonows. And not of their soirows only, for I’ve 
been happy heie as a child,” 

Still, the possibility of living a full life in Albany seems 
remote to Isabel And the only considerable picture of her 
as a young girl that James gives us suggests that she had 
found the Albany house not so much the scene of human 
sufferings and joys as the somewhat bleak abode of a life 
of fantasy and reading, a life isolated fiom reahty. Isabel 
had been accustomed to read and daydream m a room 
known as “the office” that lay beyond the library. 
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The place owed much of its mystenous melancholy to 
the fact that it was properly entered from the second 
door of the house, the door that had been condemneds 
and that it was secured by bolts which a particularly 
slender little girl found it impossible to slide. She knew 
that this silent, motionless portal opened into the street, 
if tlie sidelights had not been filled with green papei she 
might have looked out upon the httle brov/n stoop and 
tlie well-worn brick pavement But she had no wish to 
look out, for this would have interfered with her theory 
that theie was a sti ange, unseen plac*e on the other side 
—a place which became to the child*s imagination, ac- 
cording to its different moods, a legion of delight or 
terror. 

She is sitting in this room when Mrs. Touchett comes to see 
her, except that being now a young woman with undefined 
but strong purposes she is, on this fateful afternoon, not 
engaging in childish fantasy but, having given her mind 
"marching orders,” she has sent it "trudging over the sandy 
plains of a histoiy of German thought.” 

Despite her disorganized and tenuous education and the 
puntanism of her native Yankee tempeiament, Isabel is 
now ostensibly ready to pursue an enriched life of the emo- 
tions and of tliought. A way of life characterized by its 
intncate amenity, its depth of emotion, and its richness of 
traditionally ordered expel ience cannot be symbolized by 
the house at Albany. But it can by the Tudor mansion of 
the Touchetts, to which Isabel is introduced when she ar- 
rives in England. 

Her uncle s house seemed a picture made real; no re- 
finement of the agreeable was lost on Isabel: the nch 
perfection of Gardencourt at once revealed a woild and 
gratified a need. The deep embrasures and curious case- 
ments, the quiet light on dark polished panels, the deep 
greenness outside, that seemed always peeping in, the 
sense of a well-oidered privacy in the centre of a "prop- 
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erty'^^-a. place where sounds were felicitously accidental, 
where the tread was muffled by the eaith itself and in 
the thick mild an all friction diopped out of contact and 
all shrillness out of talk . , . 

There is no paper in the windows of this house, no need 
to isolate oneself from the world outside. On the contrary 
the ‘^greenness outside” seems “always peeping m” and the 
garden, where at important points m the novel Isabel will 
receive and reject proposals of maniage from Lord Warbur- 
ton and Caspar Goodwood, seems as much a part of the 
house as does its own interior. Consequently, the garden 
makes an inevitable part of the general metaphor which 
represents the enriched sensibility of the heroine. 

She was always planning out her development, desiring 
her peifection, observing her progress. Her nature had, 
in her conceit, a certain garden-like quahty, a suggestion 
of perfume and mui muring boughs, of shady boweis and 
lengthening vistas, which made her feel that introspec- 
tion was, after all, an exercise m the open an, and that a 
visit to the recesses of one’s spirit was harmless when one 
returned from it with a lapful of roses. 

In a novel which desciibes a fall from innocence, it is suit- 
able that the tragic action should be metaphorically mir- 
rored m the heroine s mind by this imaginative conjunction 
of the garden and the ancient house, in which the garden 
stands for Isabels Eve-hke innocence and the house for a 
civilization that has lost its innocence but has acquired— 
along with its corruption— wisdom, maturity, and the whole 
involved and valuable accretion of culture. Thus Isabel is 
akin not only to the heroines of George Eliot, such as Hetty 
Sorrel, Maggie Tulliver, Rosamond Vincy, and Gwendolen 
Harleth, with whom James compares her in his Preface; nor 
is she akin only to Shakespeare’s Poitia, with whom James 
also compares Isabel, calling Portia “the very type and 
model of the young person intelligent and presumptuous.” 
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Isabel also resembles the stiong-mmded Rosalind in You 
Like It and the innocent and expectant Miianda m The 
Tempest. And the particular charm of these girls is that 
they are real, that they make positive demands oo life, 
but that they are at the same time figures of romance. 
James is also thinking of the Miltonic archetype of all 
feminine innocence, as is suggested by his using, as Leon 
Edel points out, the language of Paradise Lost to descnbe 
Isabel as she sets out on her adventures "‘The woild lay 
before her~she could do whatever she chose.” 

Chapter 42 of The Portrait brings to its fullest realiza- 
tion, though not to its last refinement, the characteristic art 
of James, that art which I am attempting to define as an 
assimilation of romance into the substance of the novel. 
James describes this chapter by saying that, “It is obviously 
the best thing in the book, but it is only a supieme illustra- 
tion of the general plan.” In this chapter James was able 
to achieve supremely the “circuit” of the real and the ideal, 
of action and fantasy, and thus to capture along with the 
realistic substance of the story the wonder and beauty of 
romance while at the same time rejecting the conventional 
devices of romance. 

Isabel, now the wife of Osmond, sits one evening by the 
fire in the drawing room of Osmond’s house, and with a 
combination of disillusioned insight and darkly working 
imagination she recognizes for the fiist time the true char- 
acter of her husband and the true nature of her predica- 
ment. The problem, as James sees it, is how to present an 
episode in which nothing happens except an “extraor- 
dinary meditative vigil” but which will have all the excite- 
ment of action and high adventure. The problem is how 
to make the “mystic conversion” of Isabel’s adventures, 
which have actually been “mild,” into “the stufiE of drama,” 
how, as he goes on to say, to produce “the maximum of 
intensity with the minimum of strain ” The “circuit’* of the 
real and the fantasied, the “mystic conversion” of which 
James speaks, is to be established not, certainly, through a 
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mere retelling or summing-up of Isabel’s 'mild adventures,” 
but by giving us her sense of them. ‘'Without her sense of 
them, her sense for them, as one may say, they are nest to 
nothing at all.” Although there are no overt happenings in 
this chapter, it nevertheless, as James says, “throws the ac- 
tion further forward than twenty 'incidents’ might have 
done It was designed to have all the vivacity of incident 
and all the economy of picture Isabel sits up, by her 
dving fire, far into the night, under the spell of lecogni- 
tions on which she finds the last sharpness suddenly wait. 
It is a representation simply of her motionlessly seeing, and 
an attempt withal to make the mere still lucidity of her 
act as 'interesting’ as the surpiise of a caravan or the 
identification of a pirate.” 

What occurs m Isabel’s mind is the kind of disillusioned 
and profoundly realistic peiception of truth about oneself 
and one’s situation that is called “tiagic lecognition.” Yet it 
comes to her in images that belong as much to melodrama 
as to tragedy. “Her soul was haunted by terrors,” says 
James, “which crowded to the foreground of thought as 
quickly as a place was made for them.” One of these ter- 
rors IS the new image she has formed of her husband, an 
image which distinctly reminds us of one of the cold, selfish 
villains of Hawthoine, a Rappacini or a Chillingworth. She 
thinks of Osmond’s “faculty for making everything wither 
that he touched, spoiling everything for her that he looked 
at. . . * It was as if he had had the evil eye; as if his 
presence were a blight and his favor a misfortune.” 

She reflects that she had set out with her husband for 
“the high places of happiness.” She had taken “all the first 
steps in the purest confidence,” but now “she had suddenly 
found the infinite vista of a multiplied life to be a dark 
narrow alley with a dead wall at the end.” The man who 
had so narrowed and enclosed her life, a creature of dark- 
ness, now steps forth into the light— “she had seen only half 
his nature then, as one saw the disk of the moon when it 
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was partly masked by the shadow of the earth. She saw 
the full moon now— she saw the whole man.” 

But the full force of Isabel’s recognition is appropriately 
conveyed by the metaphor of the house and the gaiden. 
She has escaped, to be sure, the isolation and girlish igno- 
rance she had known at Albany, but she has lost the 
felicitous synthesis of innocence and experience sjTnboIized 
^as a possibility for hei by Gardencourt. Her marriage, as 
sbe now sees, had made her the inhabitant of a different 
house. 

She could live it over again, the incredulous teiTor with 
which she had taken the measure of her dwelling. Be- 
tween these four walls she had lived ever since, tliey 
were to surround her for the rest of her Lfe. It was the 
house of darkness, the house of dumbness, the house of 
suffocation Osmond’s beautiful mind gave it neither light 
nor air; Osmond’s beautiful mind indeed seemed to peep 
down from a small high window and mock at her. 

And so Isabel comes to see that 

under all his culture, his cleverness, his amenity, imder 
his good-nature, his facility, his knowledge of life, his 
egotism lay hidden like a serpent in a bank of flowers. 

Her youthful innocence and good-will have been foully 
traduced, she has been the victim of an elegantly sordid 
conspiracy, the possibility of a full life she had envisioned 
has been spoiled. And we are left to recall, with a sense of 
its tragic irony, her early declaration to Lord Warburton 
that ‘1 can’t escape my fate’—that fate which Isabel had 
thought would consist of some rewarding involvement in 
life. For although she has rather grand aspirations, an es- 
sential stipulation of her fate, as she imderstands it, Is that 
she shall never be exempt *^from the usual chances and 
dangers, from what most people know and suffer,” She has 
found knowledge and suffering no doubt, but of the grim- 
mest sort. In her plight there can be no such clarion 
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awakening and engagement of her human faculties as she 
had supposed might be the result of knowledge and suf- 
fering. Indeed there seems nothing left for her but a life 
of duty and abnegation. As we leave her at the end of the 
book she seems veritably to belong to the sisterhood of 
Hester Prynne, 

But we know why Hester Prynne is made to suffer, con- 
ventional morality imposes on her its punishment for a sin 
of passion. For better or for worse, Isabel remains scrupu- 
lously viigmal. She has been guilty of no misconduct m 
which we find any real justification for suffering. And we 
do, of course, want to find some measuie of justification; 
otherwise we shall have to convict James of palming off on 
us under the guise of moral complexity what is morally 
speaking a mere melodrama of victimized innocence, a tale 
of merely senseless cruelty and pathos. 

Is James himself subtly vindictive in his attitude toward 
Isabel? He clearly admires her foi her almost redemptive 
Amencan piobity and moral spontaneity, and yet he just as 
clearly thinks her guilty of presumption, and of bad man- 
ners that are only just barely made tolerable by her dis- 
ingenuous charm. Nor does James approve of her upbring- 
ing or of her father, one of those somewhat disorderly, 
nomadic Americans for whom he always shows a dislike. 
Isabel has been taught to "affront her destiny,” as James 
says in his Preface, and this, one supposes, is less correct 
than confionting it. Even supposing, as there is some 
speculative giound for doing, that James has a neurotic in- 
volvement with his heroine which leads him to fear her 
female aggressiveness and thus to take satisfaction and to 
derive a feeling of security in showing her, though possessed 
of animal spiiits, to be sexually cold, and in leading her, 
finally, to her cruel fate— even supposing on these or other 
grounds a genuine animosity on the part of James toward 
his heroine, the fact remains that this is surmounted by his 
admiration of her and his profound sympathy with her. 
And in any case Isabel is so completely created a char- 
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acter that she lives her life independent!) of the approval 
or disapproval the author may fee! toward her, whether we 
deduce his feeling from the novel itself or from our knowl- 
edge of his life and tempei ament. 

Sometimes moved, as one must be, by a desire for a more 
earthly and simple morality than Jamess usually is, one 
wishes that Isabel Archer were more like Kate Croy of The 
Wings of the Dove or even the unpleasantly named Fleda 
Vetch m The Spoils of Toynion, giils m whom the general 
quality of self-assertion has a sexual component. But despite 
her deeply repressed sexuality, Isabel remains among the 
most complex, the most fully realized, and the most 
humanly fascinating of Jamess characters Consequently 
we cannot think her a mere case of victimized innocence. 
She has so many powers, imperfect though they are, of 
knowledge, of feeling, of imagination that her fate must 
surely issue in some crucial way from her being the sort of 
peison she is. If she is disqualified foi triumph, it is not in 
the obvTOus way of James's other victimized innocents, like 
Catherine Sioper in Washington Square, who is homely 
and timid, like Maisie in What Maisie Knew or little Miles 
and Flora in The Turn of the Screw, who are children, or 
like Milly Theale m The Wings of the Dove, who is dying 
of tuberculosis. Isabel’s disquahfication is that of heroines 
and heroes throughout tragic literature— a blindness to 
reality, a distortion of awareness, that puts her at the mercy 
of the perverse and self-destructive inner motives struggling 
in her for the upper hand. 

Without attempting any sort of full discussion of Isabel 
and her tioubles, one may note that she sees reality as the 
romancer sees it. This is obvious as a general proposition, 
since Isabel is patently romantic in the sense that she has 
highly imaginative dreams which prove to be beyond the 
possibility of fulfillment. A realistic young w^oman, or, for 
that matter, a conventionally romantic one, would have ac- 
cepted Lord Warburton as a good catch, for he is, after 
all, an excellent man as well as a rich and noble lord. But 
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Isabel has higher ideals than any she thinks can be leahzed 
by a life with Lord Warburton. Her personal romance in- 
cludes strenuous abstractions that lead her to aspire to far 
moie than the conventional romance of marrying an Eng- 
hsh nobleman. She theiefore perveisely and no doubt quite 
mistakenly decides that to marry Lord Wai burton would 
be to * escape” her "'‘fate.” '1 can’t escape unhappiness,” she 
says. ‘In marrying you I shall be trying to.” And she con- 
tinues by saying that by marr>dng Lord Warburton she 
would be “turning away,” “separating” herself from life, 
“from the usual chances and dangers, from what most peo- 
ple know and suffer.” Lord Warburton’s answer is one that 
would in the main turn out to be true. “I don’t offer you 
any exoneration from life or fiom any chances or dangers 
whatever.” He is brought by Isabel’s behavior to a true un- 
derstanding of her, and he exclaims, “I never saw a person 
judge things on such theoretic grounds.” Her theory is that 
he is merely “a collection of attributes and powers,” but 
this is clearly a false theory. Despite his being a heieditary 
nobleman and so, bound to the foimalities and duties of his 
station in life,* he presents himself to her with perfect candor 
as a man, and not a lord, who needs and desires her. Thus 
Isabel’s vague democratic objections to English aristocracy, 
which in any case she seems generally to admire, are not 
the real reason why she rejects Lord Warburton. Nor when 
she does marry does she choose a man notable for democ- 
racy. She rejects Lord Warburton at the behest of her pun- 
tan spirituality, which leads her to flee from the mere physi- 
cal and social realities of life as these would be should she 
marry him. Perversely and mistakenly, her argument is that 
marriage to Lord Warburton would exempt her from hfe. 
Better a collection of attributes and powers (which in any 
case Lord Warburton is not) than a collection of sterile 
tastes and appetites, which Gilbert Osmond certainly is. But 
Isabel does not see Osmond for what he is until too late. 
(I am assuming here as elsewhere that Isabel’s choice is, 
for all practical purposes, between Warburton and Os- 
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iBond. Ralj^ll is m love with her, but his illness disquaiifies 
him. The peisisteiit Caspar Goodwood presents himself at 
mten-^als, but Isabel does not see him as an actual po*Jsi- 
bility. She seems to conceive of him as worthy but as rather 
stodgy m his conventional Massachusetts way. She scarcely 
thinks of him as being momentously on the scene until at 
the veiy end of the novel when he proposes to rescue her 
from Osmond and, in his vehemence, Inghtens her with bis 
masculine aggressiveness by giving her, so far as the reader 
knows, her onl> kiss.) 

How is It that the image Osmond presents to the world 
so easily commands Isabel’s assent^ This is a hard prob- 
lem, but the answer may be suggested by obseiving that 
although Isabel’s vision of things is neither that of self- 
interested common sense nor that of worldly romance in 
which poor gills maiTy gieat lords, it emphatically is that 
of the romance associated with the Aniencan tradition of 
puntanism and transcendentalism. Isabel subscribes to the 
American romance of the self. She believes that the self 
finds fulfillment either in its own isolated integrity or on a 
more or less tianscendent ground where the contending 
forces of good and evil are symbolized abstractions. She 
sees her fate as a spiritual melodrama* Her grasp of reality, 
though manifold in its presumptions, is unstable, and her 
desire for experience is ambivalent She rejects Lord War- 
burton ostensibly because she fears that marrying him will 
exempt her from life. But Ralph Touchett, who often speaks 
with the wisdom of the author, has no trouble in securing 
a contradictory admission from his amusing and perplexing 
cousin* At the end of a lengthy dialogue about her rejec- 
tion of Lord Waiburton, Ralph conjectures, “You want to 
dram the cup of experience,” and gets out of Isabel this 
surprising answer, “No, I don’t wish to touch the cup of 
experience. It’s a poisoned drink! I only want to see for my- 
self.” To which Ralph adds a comment in the partial truth 
of which we may see a link between Isabel and Osmond: 
“You want to see, but not to feel ” 

iSi 



THE A]MERIC\N NOTOL AND ITS TRADITION 

Ralph has hit upon a truth about his cousin. The kind 
of cold, amoral aloofness, the possibly morbid passion for 
obsemng life at a distance—these aie real traits of Isabel’s 
character. True, they aie no more than strong strands in 
her fabric But they are strong enough so that she responds 
to Osmond’s talk about how *'one ought to make one’s life 
a work of art,” without being aware of the inhumanity and 
the withering aestheticism such an idea may imply. Only 
w^hen it IS too late does she discover the cold malignancy 
of her husband. Only too late does she see that, apart from 
his need of the money she has inherited from her uncle, 
she IS cherished by Osmond only to the extent that he can 
consider her another art object in his collection. Only too 
late does she understand the subtle corruption that leads 
Osmond to try to arrange his daughter’s education so as to 
make her life “a work of art.” Listening to Osmond’s plans 
for Pansy’s schooling, Isabel seems to see at last ‘‘how far 
her husband’s desire to be effective was capable of going 
—to the point of playing theoretic tncks on the delicate or- 
ganism of his daughter.” In this way Isabel, who is herself 
every bit the theonst Lord Warburton accused her of be- 
ing, comes to understand the perverse puritan impulse 
which Hawthorne called “the Unpardonable Sm.” The sin 
is the same whether one’s cold, theoretical manipulation of 
others has an aesthetic motive or as with Hawthorne’s Chil- 
Smgworth or Ethan Brand a quasi-scientific one. 

Isabel’s romance of the self, as was suggested above, re- 
quires that self-fulfillment shall take place only at a high 
level of abstraction, where the disinterested puisuit of per- 
fection may be carried on. And although Ralph Touchett 
warns his cousin that Osmond is a “sterile aesthete,” she 
sees in him at once the high priest, the devoted custodian, 
and martyr of the life of perfection. She is very far from 
believing that the ordinary vulgar oircumstances of one’s 
life have anything to do with one’s self. She finds it incon- 
ceivable and rather degrading that anyone should suppose 
the self to be in any sort of dialectic with the mere things 
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one is surrounded by. In Chapter 19 there occurs an im- 
portant exchange between Madame Merle and Isabel on 
this point. They have been tallong about the inevitable 
*‘yormg man with a mustache” who must figure m some 
way in every young woman’s life. Madame Merle specu- 
latively mquires whether Isabel’s ‘young man witli a mus- 
tache” has a “castle in the Apennines” or ‘an ugly bnck 
house m Fortieth Street.” And when Isabel saxs character- 
istically, “I don’t caie anytbng about his house,” Kladame 
Merle replies, “That’s very crude of you.” And she contm* 
ues by saying, 

There’s no such thing as an isolated man or woman; 
we’re each of us made up of some cluster of appurte- 
nances. What shall we call our “self”? Wheie does it 
begm? Where does it end? It overflows into everything 
that belongs to us-and then it flows back again. I know 
a large part of myself is in the clothes I choose to wear. 
I’ve a great respect for things^ One’s self— for other peo- 
ple— is one’s expression of one’s self; and one’s house, one’s 
furmtuie, one’s garments, the books one reads, the com- 
pany one keeps— these things are all expressive. 

This bit of worldly wisdom stnkes Isabel as being woildly, 
all too worldly, but not as being wisdom. “I don’t agree 
With you,” she says. “I think just the other way. I don’t 
know whether I succeed in expressing myself, but I know 
that nothing else expresses me. Nothing that belongs to me 
is any measure of me; everything’s on the contrary a limit, 
a barrier, and a perfectly arbitiary one.” To find the fulfill- 
ment of self through superiority to mere things and without 
attention to what others may think about what one does 
—this is the feat Isabel supposes Osmond to have accom* 
plished. Actually as she comes tragically to see, Osmond 
is above all men enslaved by things and by what he sup- 
poses others to be thinking of him. "She had thought it a 
grand indifference, an exquisite independence. But indiffer- 
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ence was reall> the last oi his qualities, she had nevei seen 
anyone who thought so much of others ” 

The moral world shared by Isabel and Osmond— a world 
in which Loid Waiburton has no place— is that of the high 
Emersonian self-cultuie. In the soidid elegance of Osmond s 
implacably willed hedonism we discover the final possibilb 
ties of corruption m this cultuie, which is of course no less 
subject to coriuption than any other moral idealism. In 
Isabels unhappy career we estimate the tragic implications 
of an idealism that m effect directs one to seek the rewards 
of the fully 'lived life'’ without descending fiom one's high 
pedestal into its actual conditions. In Isabel's sinceie pres- 
entation of her essentially spiritual quest as a quest for a 
real involvement in "the usual chances and dangers" of life 
lies the tragic irony of the story. And it has, furthermore, 
the advantage of verisimilitude since that is how an ambi- 
tious young woman in the latter part of the nineteenth 
century— spiritual puritan though she might be— would con- 
ceive of her quest, knowing it to be no longer inevitably the 
part of woman to isolate herself from the world either be- 
cause of religious conviction or in acquiescence to the 
conventions about woman's place. 

Isabel Archer may be said to have the imagination of 
romance most notably in the sense that she responds to 
character intensely only when it conceives of itself at a high 
level of abstraction and when its acts are symbolic of ideal 
values. When this imagination is confronted by an appeal- 
ingly complex human being, such as Lord Warburton, it 
sees only "a collection of at tubules and powers." Like the 
romancer, Isabel refuses to impute significance to human 
actions unless they are conceived as being exempt fiom the 
ordinary circumstances of life, whereas the genuine novelist 
sees in ordinary ciicumstances the inescapable root condi- 
tion of significant actions. 

So, to cany the analogy only one step along, James in 
the end brings Isabel's point of view around from that of 
the romancer to that of the novelist. Like The Blithedde 
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Romance, The Portrait of a Lady exploies the limits of ro- 
mance,. But whereas Hawthorne seems to admit that he can- 
not be the true novelist and thus suiTenders the imagina- 
tion of the novelist to that of the romancer, James does 
the opposite, affirming the primacy of the novelist's imagi- 
nation. But though he rejects romance as a moral view of 
the world, he assimilates into the very substance of the 
novel, by means of metaphor and tlie charm of the heroine 
herself, the appeal of romance. Thus he is able to meet 
superabundantly the requirement for the novel which he 
calls in the Preface to The American satisfying ‘"our general 
sense of the ways things happen” and at the same time he 
is able to provide the novel with the poetry of romance. 

So much, and as it would seem, no more is to be done 
with The Portrait of a Lady as a romance. In James's books 
one catches hold of the romance only just as it is disap- 
pearing mto the thicket of the novel. Thus it is a thankless 
task to pursue too long and arduously something that is al- 
ways being assimilated into something else. James is not a 
romancer like Hawthorne or Melville; he is a novelist to 
the finger tips. 

It IS true that, compared with any English novelist one 
might mention, James shows a strikmgly varied interest in 
the literary forms associated with romance. He is not in- 
terested m pastoral idyls, to be sure. But many of his novels, 
as Jacques Barzun has pointed out, haVe a strong element 
of melodrama, from the early Washington Square to the 
late Wings of the Dove. Yet none of his fictions end in the 
sheer horror produced by the unresolved tensions of melo- 
drama. This is true, for example, of the late short novel 
The Other House. In the first two thirds of the book we 
have the conflict of a “good” woman and a ‘"bad” woman, 
a tale of frustrated love and revenge, and the drowning by 
the bad woman of a little girl. But even this thnller runs 
afoul of Jamesian comphcations before we are through with 
it. It turns out that the villainous woman is not, after all, 
guilty of unalloyed villainy. It is shown that she has at- 
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tractive qualities, and it is shown that although she com- 
mitted a paiticularly repulsive murder, the moral question 
finally involves the conscious or unconscious complicity m 
the crime by several of the people around her. The conclu- 
sion of the book is rather feeble and unsatisfactory, but the 
crime is made to seem that of a social class and a particular 
way of life, a crime that is compounded by everyone's 
agreeing to hush it up. By this time the tale has become 
quasi-tragic and our minds are directed as in the plays of 
Ibsen, which influence The Other House, to a social prob- 
lem, the corruption of the bourgeoisie. The abstract actions, 
the stirring contradictions, the relative freedom from social 
and moral perplexities that we look for in melodrama— all 
these are excitingly present in The Other House, but they 
do not see James through to the end. Instead he character- 
istically makes the attempt to assimilate the purely melo- 
dramatic elements of the story into a novelistic conception. 
The Other House is an instructive investigation, from the 
Jamesian point of view, of the limits of melodrama. 

A more striking depaiture from the practice of the Eng- 
lish novelists (foi, after all, Dickens and Conrad, among 
others, make use of melodrama) is James’s use of a sym- 
bolistic or allegorical poetry in the late novels— notably The 
Wings of the Dove and The Golden Bowl That these nov- 
els are akin to poetry has long been recognized. For ex- 
ample, Stephen Spender once compared The Golden Bowl 
illuminatingly with Eliot’s poems. And many people have 
noted a certain ritualistic poetry of sacrifice and elegy in 
The Wings of the Dove and have seen in this story of the 
betrayal and death of a blameless young woman a re- 
semblance to Racine’s Iphigenia and Shakespeare’s Othello. 
And Quentin Anderson’s argument that The Ambassadors, 
The Wings of the Dove, and The Golden Bowl constitute 
in their cumulative significance a “divine novel” allegori- 
cally presenting James’s version of his father’s Sweden- 
borgian theology is an important discovery. 

Nevertheless, it seems to me that the foregoing discussion 
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of The Portrait of a Lady marks out in a general way the 
borders beyond which an examination of James’s more po- 
etic dimension cannot go without becoming irrelevant to 
the question of James as a master of the craft of the novel. 
Even in reading a book which has so beautiful a central 
conception as The Wings of the Dote one is not recom- 
pensed by the allegory for the vexation of finding a novel 
which is so attenuated and prolix. One reads it, that is, 
stubbornly as a novel One sets out with high hope and is 
immediately gratified by the unsurpassable rendering, at 
the beginning, of Kate Croy and her incomparable father; 
one is impressed and mteiested by Mrs. Lowder and her 
household, one gives a slightly baffled assent to Merton 
Densher; one finds the diaphanous Milly Theale beautiful 
and touching. But then the longueurs set in, along with the 
infinitely syntactical language w^hich seems to engross no 
recognizable expenence, and we are forced to settle for two 
fine scenes. Milly confronting the Bronzino portrait at Lord 
Mark’s country house and Densher standing in the ram out- 
side the Venetian cafe recogmzing through the window 
Lord Mark. In short the metaphorical effects of The Wings 
of the Dove, which contain a sort of half-rendered allegory, 
do not strike one, like those in The Portrait of a Lady, as 
forming a positively valuable component of the whole. 
They strike one, rather, as negative facts— attenuations of 
the naturahstic substance of the novel. It is not possible for 
James, given his characteristic genius, to render an allegory 
in the form of a novel. But it is possible for him to weaken 
a novel by giving it an elusive aura of allegory. This at 
least IS what one feels in actually reading the book. The 
allegory assumes substance and significance when it is con- 
sidered as a pait of the history of ideas, but that is another 
matter. 
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Chapter VII 

MARK TWAIN AND THE 
NOVEL 


Huckleberry Finn 

Apart from any and all of its meanings The Adventures 
of Huckleberry Finn (1885) delights the reader first and 
last by its language. The book makes a mu sic of wprds 
which is beautifully j ustaju.eci the very 

e nd. TI^ language is original and it has proved to be one 
of the mosFimporfenrdlsco^^ 

—that have occurred in Am erica n literature . Hemingwa^s 
well-known pronouncement that "all modern American lit- 
erature comes from one book by Mark Twain called Huck- 
leberry Finn*^ states a large truth, even though literally it 
is untrue. Wherever we find. Jn writers such as Ste phen 
Qm ne. Sherwood A pdftTRnn, Sinchdr- T or 

Hemingw ay himself, a style t hat flows with the easy grace 

of co lloquial speech aod gets its directnes s and simplicity 
bytevihg ^we will 
rjgHt 'ihlllhkingrt^^^ this is the languag e of M ark Twain. 
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In the works of these wnters we are not asked to accustom 
ourselves to a version of traditional 'literary” English, as 
we are in reading Cooper, Hawthorne, Melville, or James, 
writers whose versions of English are sometimes highly idi- 
osyncratic and impiisoned in their own special conventions, 


An d yet, close it is t o the spoken E nglish cijcuraLSoiith- 
^^est America, the language of HucMeheny Finn is itself a 
newlftera r y sty le which, as the works of Hemingway sKow , 


i s capabl e,.pjLextreme,xmiventiQml3zatiQn, It is literarv be- 
cause it IS sustained be yond the span of spoken language 
to^ meet the requirements of a l ong stor y and because i t is 
consciously^ id^ted to the puiposes pf^ajogveLwhich even 
those critics who object to the concludingj3art.-QfJ:heJbook, 
v rfiere~~TQm rSawyer_takes-jQy-^ -om ,tbe...grQimd^thatJhig 


makes a dis u nity, admit to be i n the mam a masterp iece of 
li terary form. But it is also h terary because, unlike ordinary 
^oken language, it i s always cb hscia usrof" A 
E^lisfi^n 5a bly of the Bi ^ and Sh akespeare-^^^ m wti^ 
i tis~departing . T he language of Huckleberr yJFi Mn is a kind 
exorcism of tr^itiog^JtoiBiyJEi^^ but this 
r ^inSnilig sT'irtS^^ what it express J ' And 

I^lflhfi-pleasure of-^^adingJJaeJiodc-coii^ .£r„onrthe"aTter- 
nation of tension and releas e as_the Janguage^m^Jxda^ja?*, 
as often happens, shifts wi th wonderful abruptness from 
tra ditTon al literary .English to colloquial Amencam 
This runnixi g:.rplfl±ion,Jbetw^ n style s is most easily ob- 
served in the passages _of burlesq ue a n d parody, a s wien 
ffiFTV^vTlSougla^^iesj^upce^ullj^^ Huck 

about Moses_and_thfi-Bulrusheis 03imJhe_scene^wEere^ 
D^ Ae is working up. Jp_ a^defeiy jpf .H^mlef s soliloquy— 


Hamlet’s soliloquy, you know; the most celebrated 
thing in Shakespeare, Ah, it’s sublime, sublime! Always 
fetches the house. I haven’t got it in the book— I’ve only 
got one volume— but I reckon I can piece it out from 
memory. I’ll just walk up and down a minute, and see 
if I can call it back from recollection’s vaults. 
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So he went maichmg up and down, thinking, and 
frowning hornble every now and then, then he would 
hoist up his eyebrows, next he would squeeze his hand 
on his forehead and stagger back and kind of moan, next 
he would sigh, and next he’d let on to drop a tear. It 
was beautiful to see him. By and by he got it. He told 
us to give attention. Then he strikes a most noble attitude, 
with one leg shoved foiwards, and his arms stretched 
away up, and his head tilted back, looking up at the 
sky, and then he begins to rip and rave and grit his teeth; 
and after that, all through his speech, he howled, and 
spread around, and swelled up his chest, and just 
knocked the spots out of any acting ever I see before.. 

But a more subtly amalgamated language th an that of bur- 
l esqu? is what makesthe style of Huckleberry Among 
ii ^umerab l ^iSmpl es, there is Hucfc’s version of the part- 
ing words of the woman who befriends him when, dressed 
as a girl, he stops by at her house; '‘Ifjyou get into trouble 
ycrcr§§n3''Word to Mrs. Judith Loftus, which is nm, and 
I irdd^wfiatT c an to giSjygu out." I t is a perfect sentence 
considered either as 'correct” English or ordinary speech , 
except for the inco rrectness of “which is me.” B ut the 

* \vh^ IS me” is ^f the es sen ce of Hu ck’s^le, the "only 
graceful way o Lsayingl^at it says. Any ^ the o ffier po^ 
s ibilities would be awkward or preposterca is=^a 3 ch->-as 

* which am I” or **w liomn T or ** who is me” or * *that’s mv 
name" or “which islny nam ^'^ The last alternative would 
be the least false; but it would be too formal and the 
natural tone of the sentence would have been thrown out 
of key. Huck s language flows with t he effo rtlessness 
river its^^lSag ite ^Id to perfection , .and in fact^iaking 
l^ts restless enCTgylts^own evey new,in Dldas jt^oes along. 

said there M^aS^fno ho^ like a raft, after aDTSther 
places do seem so cramped up and smothery, but a raft 
don't. You feel mighty free and easy and comfortable on a 
raft" 
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T he, language of Huckle beriy Finn is a perfe_ct vekicle, 
for the hard, co mrno ri’S e nse~i^isin f or whic h the book is 
famous and which, as much as the l anguage ^tself, gives 
t he book its important pl ace as^ a precuisoF of modem lit- 
eratoe. Thgj ^hor alway s seems ~fo“Eiow^vhen a detailed 
i nventory of ob{ ects~^n i "¥e 'effecti^T " ahH’lie " somHIm^ 
makes these very detailed indeed . He knowFtoo wheF to 
suppress detail, as in his descriptions of the laft. He giv es 
a jFairly factual account of thg_rait~hQW it was bu ilt^hqv^ 
was~^ s teeredrh'ow jfnck and Jim b mlt-the^ tepee-urua raised 
pl atfoimT T^^^j^ cooked fish and, cojEee. And yet the 
faftls lather vague in detail, perhaps because it is most 
important for what people feel about it and what they do 
and say on it. 

that floats down the rlv^^ the Gang erford house, these ai:e 
d^criBedripHicularly 5ieir,jmtents, .. witlL-TDQxe„iactual 
precisiorTlhanlhe ^aR^ 

'^THe'ffeafn^^ of Huckleherru Finnjs jn the sjmple clajr- 
voyance of iHc tnitFiJt^telJs., Hjack^Finn, our observer and 
narrator,” sees eterijthin^ wilh the same impassive clanty 
and thc_sa_me, tpt aj h ick of distortio n w ijh which he see s 
tSe mo st o^inarv stick stone, or fi^Jih opk llaipeakaWe-ATO^ 
l ence and cruelty, fraudulenc^and pretense, sordidness^and 
glory, the^Aublime and ridiculous, piide and humility— all 
these are to be seen in the strong. repiescntalj\e episodes 
that epitomize^ much of Amnican civiliyation as tbe^ uii_" 
fold befoie Huck on the tiip downjdic ii\cr This leahsm 
would not be a triumph if behind the impa'*si\c mask Huck 
remained unreeling But his feelings arc strong. Ins rcti- 
<jgn^riienStiye, andjiis sympathies and resentments plain. 
Nor do t^ se"^ feelings a ffec t th e c ool s^teadfastngss with 
w hich he s eeFanSTfeports^act. In later writers s^h as 
StephenTjfaneT^ we encounter the same im- 

passive clairvoyance, yet at no time do these authors suc- 
ceed in reporting so much of the essential reality of a civi- 
lization. Poubtl ess this is what Lionel Trilling has in mind 
wheri-h e savF that the greatne ss of Huoklelmrtf Finn l ies 
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pow er (^telling the Imth’^nd^what T. S. Eliot meaias 
when he piaisesTHlB^s^”^ of Jhe^xeal -worH. 

But to see truth cle”a3>ns to see that Jt is not always 
simple ~oF'pr^ictiH a'’B^^ Twa m himself recogni 2 es 

m one of the witticisms of Pudd^ead Wilson’s Calendar 
(m Following the Equator) , ^ 

tipn, but it IS because Fiction is oblig ed to slack to the jpps- 
sibilitiesL JI mth isn’t /’ Inis aphorism, applied to H itcMe * 
b erru Finn, leads us t o see , what is in an y case obvious, 
t hat IMa rk iTwdn s greatestT^ook is poetic as vy e ll as realis- 
tic, for a pait of the tn^h_it „encom^ is of the sort we 
cannot ,even,.conceiye vvit hQut the mteryening illusiQB .pf 
poetry. 

^ dedicated Mark Twain critic and 
scholarTEad no more than the most elementary understand- 
ing of poetic fictions and indeed he seemed not to believe 
in the virtue and substance of hterature at all. He often 
put himself in the vanguard of those who automatically 
reject all talk of the “myth,” "symbols,” and "levels of 
meaning” literature may contain. Yet, with a rough accu- 
racy, he says this of Huckleberry Finn: "IJke Tom and in 
jmuch greater measure it has a mythic qu ali^^rj*^ 
part th e river itself, the Mississippi wB3i h M._d^^^ 


deep^ united m Mark Twain’s masteipiece.” 

T l^ river is a "symbol” all right, a symbol o fjiature and 
of God in nature ^ Mr*. JEliot.say-&at 

i n Buck Finn the river is "a god” and Mr. Trilling quotes 
from The D ry Sa hages, a p oem by M yk Twain’s feSp w 
Misspuria py tlieTInes about the Idverr^T do not know muc h 
a bout gods^JiiLllS h^^ / Is a stron g bro^ 

go^” The jver throws off in the mind of HucETFinn an 
abundance of poe fac forms and feehn gs^t^isj^p^Sc^s^- 
bol, oFTbe sort 
analcfeo us, a s a 
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IjeT^f nature well j;S_gf deity, hsmgJnQt»cmly-»g^ 
s ustaining, a ndjiQurishiii£j^^^ 

As fQ£_the qual ijx alluded to by Mr. De Voto, 

this need not concern us at any length. It Js„^PTesenLin at 
least two fonnsr-in jihe t heme o f initiation and in wha t inay 
be cal led t he ritual of exorcism . The d epartures, jipm and 
returns to ^ the river gs Huck^ges through his adventures 
approximate the rite dfe-paw^ej^i^ch m religiou^cult^ 
troduces a boy into ma nhood^^ so that in this respect one 
thinks of HucJdeberry_Binn--m~r^&^iQU-to.i3^^ book qLCqp- 
per s Maik" T wa in mos t dishk ed~Dger^fat/gi:^,.aSJwelI as In 
xds^QixJtQ..T]ie~ Red -Badge -of-Cmmge^ Jlemmgway's; In 
Our Time, and Fa ulkners ZheBj^ar. Actuallv^Q V^^evei; th|^ 

of abstract framew Qr]cQr.jini:eAhjy.f=»d po«^,qibilityt 
cal of litp-ratur p.. Generally speaking, it is not a 

literature in which the classic actions of the soul as tradi- 
tionally depicted in myth, religion, and tragedy are carried 
through. Only in Deershyer and The Bear is the drama of 
initiation rendered with any fullness. Characters in Amer i- 
can fiction who seem to be, because of their situation and 


prospects, candidates tor initiation do not usually c hange 
under the pressure of what hap pens to them ^and. 
whe nce authdi^cii^^ his^Kamrterj 
iSSSSe^f Courage* SL new manhoo d, neaL.murage. ney 


moral”— in short an afterthought— and we do not fee ljbaj: 
t he theme of initiation has been dramatical ly reahzed. In 
looking for the typical American candidates for initiation, 
one finds either that, sensitive, suffering, and intelligent as 
they may BeTthey turn out like Chnstopher Newman in 
James's The American to be impervious to transformation 
and tragic awareness or, like Huck Finn himself, (or Fred- 
eric Henry in A Farewell to Arrhs), they are already initi- 
ated, thgy already know the real world with a tragic awar6- 
ness.y There is no real change in Huck Finn dmdng-^the 
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Qom ge of the book, except that he come s to adopt, as be^- 
flectTbn Eis^ duty to Jim, a ny>ralit}^ basaijQll- XesJSit- 
meri t ethic father 'Ofan ffie conven tion of hi s tim e azid^Iace. 

is a great achievement but it doesn't make a„mji^„of 
initiatio n. What we have is only some of the abstract frame^ 
work of this myth and some of its noetic awareness of „the 
prese nce of deit\^ m nature . 

BMckleherr^^mn is full of exorci sm^, and exorcis m be- 
ing aTond^r magic, it arouses the emo5ons”of awe and 
of jybhder out of w EiSRTnKRbTrgfb^ Jfnftea^es Huc£^ 
great deal about the ma^^o fTiiiF bajIs„and„pAex objects 
usefiirin b anishingj witches an d_placating the malign pow- 
ers of the u nive rse, ^d his tales and incantations are fertile 
gycundLl or the sens ibility of myth. 

Analogous to this superstitious magic, but having noth- 
ing ostensibly to do with myth, is what one might call the 
intellectual exorcism of false forms by the sympathetic 
magic of parody and burlesque. Huck Finn frees himself 
of the romance imagination of Tom Sawyer, more or less 
as Sancho Panza does that of Don Quixote, by saying in 
various contexts: I don t take no stock in it. He ironically 
detects and parodies the graveyard romanticism of Emme- 
line Grangerford. Describing the pictures on the walls of the 
Grangerford house, Huck says: 

There was some that they called crayons, which one of 
the daughters which was dead made her own self when 
she was only fifteen years old. They was different from 
any pictures I ever see before— blacker, mosdy, than is 
common. One was a woman in a slim black dress, belted 
small under the armpits, with bulges like"^ a cabbage in 
the middle of the sleeves, and a large black scoop-shovel 
bonnet with a black veil, and white slim anldes crossed 
about with black tape, and very wee black slippers, like 
a chisel, and she was leaning pensive on a tombstone on 
her right elbow, under a weeping willow, and her other 
band hanging down her side holding a white handker- 
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chief and a reticule, and underneath the picture it said 
"'Shall I Never See Thee More Alas.” 

The falseness of conventional religion is burl esqued in a 
Bi ^san dwap, bu^pt_pften.^ithj:he..u:aDy^D£lhe.p4^^^^^ 
that jescdfaes t he ch urch service just before, ihe„ ancient 
feud of th e_ Shepherdsoii s an ? Grangerfpjds. J>reakji,„out 
agani-^witK- bloody-^cmeity : 

everj^dyjarJ^^ The men took their guns along, 

so did Buck, and kept them between their knees or stood 
them handy against the wall. The Shepherdsons done the 
same. I^asjprett>^orner^pr^hing— aU a^llLhrother^^ 
love, and suchlike ffresomenessJT^ut everybody said it 
was a ^ ^d 'feimQ^ a they di talked it over going 
home, and had such a ppwofid lot to say abou t fai th 
a nd goo d works and fre e grace and preforeordestination, 
and I doifrknbw what ^all,- that iLdid seem to me tp^he 
Q^ot-tb£Ljcoughes.LSundaj^diad,j^ " 

Had D. H. Lawrence concerned himself with Huckleberry 
Finn, he would doubtless have pointed out, with a measure 
of plausibility, the book's profoundest, more hidden and 
most ambivalent exorcism— that of European culture itself. 

Mar k Twain n?a(fe_ himselfejamous fo r his , enmity ^to 
ScQ}t_Cppper,_and_tlie„Gathic^nd^ s^ntim^ 

His thrusts at these writers jmd their imitators are often 
hilarious . In Kou^iliig lt he ironically contr^tFCdoper's 
""scholarly savages” with the tribe of mangy and disconso- 
late Indians which, as he learns on his trip West, are called 
the Goshoots. In Chapter 51 of Roughing It there is a far- 
cicar account of the communal composition of a novel, 
which turns out to be a farrago of Gothic horrors and tear- 
soaked domestic scenes. And everyone remembers the accu- 
sations against Scott in Life on the Mississippi, where the 
author of Imnhoe is accused not only of infecting • the 
Southern mind with "romantic juvenilities" and "‘windy 
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humboggeiies” but also uith baving caused the Civii Wan 
Contrasting Don Quix ote with Imnhos. Mark Twain ac- 
co unts for the S d^uon fi^ of t he BrsfFy ^in g_IEarj l:. .“''swept 
Ae~woHHTa3imration for thenic^lieval chivalr y^ silliness oiil 
oFexisterice ; Tnd^ie" o tEerTe^We? itXMiwkhhjmU- I^mn 
is_aGQ XBboK" oiie of \ v5ose junctS^^ i^to sweep silliness 
(mt_p£_OTstence. 

But Mark Twain ' s most fam ous diatribe against the false 
forms of roman €_e_is _'TemjnOi:eiIgQP^^ 

One never leads Deershtjer quite as one had, aftei hearing 
the suggestion that the name of the noble chieftam— 
Chingachgook-should be pronounced Xlucago/’ Mark 
Twam’s general indictment of Deerslayer is a senous criti- 
cism, even though a rebuttal to most of the particulars sug- 
gests itself as one reads: 

It has no invention; it has no order, system, sequence, 
or result, it has no lifelikeness, no thrill, no sbr, no seem- 
ing of reality; its characters are confusedly drawn and 
by their acts and words they prove that they are not the 
sort of people the author claims that they are; its humor 
is pathetic; its pathos is funny; its conversatioiis aie-^hl 
indescribable; its love-scenes odious; its English a crime 
against the language. 

A v/riter of fi ction, savs Mark Twain, should ‘‘eschew sur- 
plusage . use th e right word ' not its*" second wusin. 

. . . "eiii^y^ ^ "simple, straightforward style.” His chafitb- 
ters should not behave like ‘^wlri^’" inelMfamatic actors,” 
^^‘'"aHrohs shouB^ e-consisten t^with the personalty at- 
tributed to ~them_.by_,the^^ speech shouQ 

bVconsistent and not, l& e that of Natty Bumppo, elevated 
an^ rhetorical at one moment a n d then, f or n^(^<^ervaQe 
r eason, colloquial at the next. 

Sgi h aH th i^ is not an attempt to demolish rpm^ce and 
anbstitute realism. On the contrary, despite its negaffve'^p^ 
proacfiTMiiOiJw essay is intended to show how to- 
rnanoe*must be written. He is lecturing Coojper on the ^‘rulm 
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governing literary art in the domain of romantic fiction.” 
He is pleading not for re alism as such but for realism a s 
the only way jrf^ ^ectively assimila ting the miracnlnns. ^ 
leadmg jmie of fiction is that^ ^the personages of a tal^^all 
coni^ 3^emseIv_es to Dossib^ Ses~^3 let mirades jjngp; 
orjjf^djgy-veiilme^ the„author must^sg^plausibly 

set It forth^aa^tCLmak^^ Ic^L^ikusi ble an^T easonahle.” 

Huck Fin n shares Mark Twain's view of the imagination 
ofjomance,~~aFw¥TeT~w hehe vex^jC om^au^r~ls ^ pi^ 
' ^mTEead lis'M romance, and for him 

it would be unthinkable to set J i m free from the cabin wten^ 
in jhe l ate chapte rs of the booTTH^s impr ison ed ^ wi thout 
doing it as su ch thmg^are done in **tEe bpoks,j^l^ en thou gh 
this entails an ^j^W^_p}^rag^rnalia of moats, coats jof 
arms^ mystenous letters , and yaLnous^-^impracd mst ru- 
ments of liberation. Tom’s ins istence on domg i^the ‘right” 
“regular” way, as specifiedJayLlhe.^u ^ 
boolcsr in^es the^ ^whole-procedure . Huck h^ to admit, 
*‘mix ed-up and sple ndicU! Still, he can^ help finally~exclaim- 

‘T don't give a d ead rat wh at thiTaiilhonta er thinks 

^ 

Ip Hwcfck&«e^JF-wm~MaikJrwAinj^ it 

is pg eficlls the imagination of id yl and of melodra ma. TE^ 
life on Ae^^ jfri sldyifa^ HucMeberni^^ 

pasfdraT^tS nnEHa^t looks b^^lfidstalMci^^ an ea rker 
anSTsiinripie r America— this does not need arm ing. Jt is only 
somewhat less obv ious tlmt the book ba nks heavily on me lo^ 
<&^a— an3''Burlesque and farce, whi ch are t o c omedy wh at 
melodrama is to^^^g^^ is^ correcLiJi.-^^ 

tharingith^rTTragi^or a hap py conclusiro would be _aD-^ 
^gggl ^fluck him^^ simplv^ atmues-its^aat^ 

tern^ unresolved contra^ctonsj,i^will go on as the itn^ 
passive l>bserver^nd"^partic ipan t m albfuptly 'altematog 
^aengaSP^oO ^tSitment a nd ho rror. 

T jb^ mel odraina m^Huclk^eny Ftim^is^to h e se en not 
phTy in s taSe y episodes lik e tl^t involving the villains 
al^ard the wrfidcedJ!yiMter.J^ojt”.Wt„jE~ tBe^ 
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tional vio lence of the Shepherdson-Grangerford feud ^d 
jdxejoiuxder of B^ggs and m epSod^ like JEap*§, wrestle with 
the a n gel of death . The dr amafic light§_ aiid.dailss-cl the 
Calvjgi sm on which Mark T waSTw^ bi ought up seem mir- 
rored in the vejy thunder stoiTO s“~th¥t roU ^ectacularly 
thrpugETtEe^yS^t sK^Tabo ve the tranqu il nyer.^On ^aesthetic 
groimds at ieastJim, s eems righ t whenJie, makes the oracu- 
lar pronouncemeat.tlmjfc JIuck is watched over by two an- 
'^Is^nne of them light andTEe~^tKe"f 'dark. 

doubt-^hat^ Mark™ Twjun s ima^natmn was 
profoundly affected by the doubjeness of hxs personality 
an3~jKeTpnta3|^ii^/p_rftis feefin^^^ opinions* He 
was a gay farceur and a saddened cynic, a romancer and 
a pessimistic determinist, a raffish westerner and a '‘candi- 
date for gentility,” a radical democrat and a hobnobber 
with Standard Oil executives, a disinterested genius and a 
commercial opportunist, an author who liked to project his 
own divided character by portraying twms and dealing in 
mistaken identities. All of his critics and biographers seem 
agreed on Mark Twain^s doubleness, whether they go on 
to say, with Van Wyck Brooks, t hat his mner contradiction s 
thwarte d and ruined a literary gemus or to say, with M r. 
ge^VotoTthat they d dnot. PrdbaH F" all hi s critics agree 
tooJthat.M2^^^ Twamxhafeoijnmd was ongmairy~3erivpd 
hlGDiJbe^-smal^^ life on the^nv^lti2nrtiB“1^ a 
boy and from his l^ertedtngsrabOTT ftrWhe^ ^ 
mvoked Hanrubalg^J^ll^De^^ “he foun dlhere not 

theldyTaTbo ^ood but anxiety^ olence. supernatural 
hmT oiyaiff^ but en^loping 

Imo w experienceJn this form is to prepare oneselL foiLihe 
i magination of HucMebernt Fi nn, 


fudd'nhead Wilson 

Huckleberry Finn is, as everyone says, “one of the great 
books of the world ” Yet aside from the first part of Life on 
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tlie Misdsstppi there is nothing anywhere else in Mark 
Twain'^s wnting that is really first-rate, especially if one is 
thinfang of his contnbution to the progress of the novel. 
There has been a tendency m recent years to overestimate 
Maik Twain, particularly among those readers who are 
quick to object to an> semblance of diflSculty or obscunty 
m literature. One often senses that this kind of reader exalts 
Mark Twain less out of a genuine pleasure in his writing 
than out of a desire to protest what is thought to be the 
unnecessarily elaborate language and imaginative concep- 
tions of Melville, James, and Faulkner. Aside from the ques- 
tion as to whether these wnters deserve the chastisement, 
ic 1C unfortunate that so large an emotional investment 
should, for such mixed reasons, have been made in Mark 
Twain. (A similarly disproportionate emotional [and finan- 
cial!] investment has been made in recent years, for similar 
reasons, m Boswell and Boswells Dr. Johnson. ) For many 
Americans it is especially diflScuIt to be objective about 
American writers, and even more diflScult to be objective 
about Mark Twain, of whom it is said more insistently than 
of any of our other great prose writers that he is the "most 
American.” 

Two recent essays on Pudd^nliead Wilson, one by F. R. 
Leavis and the other by Leslie Fiedler, make, in their dif- 
ferent ways, strong cases for the book. And if neither essay 
seems quite restrained enough in its praise, they neverthe^ 
less make a valuable point of departure. Mr. Leavis, whose 
passion is generally for the moral quality of literature, is 
interested in "the complexity of ethical background” which 
he finds in Fudd'nJiead Wilson. His essay is eloquent and 
in many ways exact, but his eloquence rides the impetus 
of his having discovered a complexity of ethical background 
to an overestimation of the book. It will probably be a long 
time before another critic calls Pudd'nhead "the poised and 
pre-eminently civilized moral center of the drama.” This 
w'ould seem to be high praise for a man who, though un- 
deniably civilized, is only Tom Sawyer grown up and be*- 
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come a conventional and respected citizen of small-town 
America, after endnrmg a period of scora while he was re- 
garded as the village atheist and crank. 

Fiedler speaks of Fuddnhead Wtkon as barely failing to 
be ''the most extraordinary book m American literature.” He 
sees 1X1 fudd*nlwad Wilson a book that might have been, 
but for Mark Twain’s revisions, his technical botches, and 
his indecision about how to dramatize the ultimate ironies 
he had in mind, “a rollicking, atrocious melange of bad 
taste and half understood intentions and nearly intolerable 
insights into evil, translated into a nightmare worthy of 
America”— the language, obviously, of commendation. In 
contrast to Fiedler s view that Mark Twain’s book lights up 
the most profound of American moral dilemmas, Mr. Leavis 
finds the book somehow ‘‘English,” and oddly remarks 
(though only parenthetically) that Mark Twain, consid- 
ered in relation to Hawthorne and James, “in some ways 
strikes an English reader as being less foreign, less positively 
un-English, than either of them.” All the novels considered 
in the present study have in one way or another “com- 
plexity of ethical background.” What is unusual, however, 
and what interests Leavis, as it must interest us, is that in 
Fuddnhead Wilson the etliical background is brought into 
the. foregiound— that is, it is shown to operate m the ob- 
servable manners and morals of a certain place at a certain 
time and thus is rendered in more concrete particularity 
than is usual in great American novels, of which, one must 
add, Fudd'nhead Wilson is not quite one. 

Pudd’nhead is Mark Twain, on the Tom Sawyer but not 
the Huck Finn side of his personality. He stands at the 
head of the procession of small-towm intellectuals, cranks, 
and nonconforpiists that we find in American fiction, espe- 
cially of the 1920’s* although the type continues to be rep- 
resented— for example, the Gavin Stevens of Faulkner. The 
Village intellectual is common in Sherwood Anderson and 
Sinclair Lewis, and Lewis, one might say, was this type* 
It is of the essence that Fudd’nhead Wilson is scorned by 
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the citizenry as a crank, a complainer, and an ironist, that 
he stubbornly takes up a position of aloofness and non- 
conformity, but that ultimately he shows that he is in no 
way radically ahenated from the conventional ways and m 
fact dreams of being one of the boys. Pudd’nhead Wilson 
is finally able to vindicate his Tom Sawyer-like fantasies and 
crotchets by putting them to direct, socially-approved use. 
His ingenious mind, his eye for paradox and irony, and his 
contemned collection of fingerprints reveal in the end that 
the supposedly aristocratic Tom Driscoll is the son of the 
mulatto slave girl Roxana and that Chambers, Roxana’s 
supposed son, is actually the legitimate heir of the Driscolls. 
This mix-up of identities, the effect of which is both en- 
hanced and confused by the improbable arrival of the 
Italian twins, leads us into the moral complexities of the 
book and into that mghtmare of racial contradiction and 
paradox which Mark Twain looks at with a tremendous 
clairvoyance and candor, although it cannot be said that 
Pudd’nhead himself is much aware of the depths of the 
racial dilemma in American life. 

The most important meanings of fuddmhead Wilson are 
Suggested by comparing it with Huckleberry Finn (which 
was published mne years before ?udd*nhead). Fiedler 
rightly calls it a prosy book, in which we have “fallen” from 
the more poetic Buck and in which the social realities ob- 
served m Buck strike us in a different way. Our feelings 
about justice and injustice are strongly aroused in the ear- 
lier book, but they are relatively abstract and universal 
feelings. In Pud^^nhead, we remain through nearly all the 
book in one small town. Moral issues are ostensibly illus- 
trated in the actions of people in whom we have become 
interested and in whose fate we feel that we should have 
a stake. It is not possible “to light out” down the river, if 
things get hot in Dawson’s Landing, Indeed, what happens 
^‘down the nver” is that there slaves are sold into a far worse 
servitude thaii they know in Dawson’s Landing, so that 
throughout the book we think of the Deep South as a kind 
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of mythic but ever-present Hell The Deep South giv^ 
a sinister implication to the small-town treacheiies, minor 
felonies, and social deceptions which more or less sus- 
tainedly engage our moral feelings as we read the book. 
And it comes unmistakably to symbolize that irredeemable 
slavery— social, psychic, cosmic-to which every human be- 
ing is in his own way subject. The effect on Mark Twain 
of the paradox of freedom and slavery is expressed by Mr, 
Fiedler as follows; 

The Civil War is the watershed in Twain’s life be- 
tween innocence and experience, childhood and man- 
hood, joy and pam, but it is politically, of course, the 
dividing line between slavery and freedom. And Twain, 
who cannot deny either aspect, endures the contradic- 
tion of searching for a lost happiness he knows was sus- 
tained by an institution he is forced to recognize as his 
country’s greatest shame. It was the best he could 
dream; to be free as a boy in a world of slaveryl 
In Tom Sawyer, this contradiction is hushed up for 
the sake of nostalgia and in the name of writing a child’s 
book; in Huck it is preserved with all the power of its 
tensions, in the last book it falls apart into horror. 

Because the contradiction has indeed fallen apart in 
Fudd'nhead Wilson and also because it is shown to be of 
the essence of American social life, which consequently has 
its own fearful capacity to fall apart, Mark Twain’s book 
gives in retrospect a new sense of some of the meanings of 
Huckleberry Finn* The apparently free and open world of 
the earlier book seems more precarious and more wistfully 
elusive because, in Fud<Tnhead Wilson, we have Iseen its 
fluid moral life fixed and intensified in power by being ex- 
pressed in social conventions and institutions. 

It is difficult to think of the fluid moral world of HucBe- 
berry Finn without recalling how directly it reflects the folk- 
ways of Mark Twain’s prewar time and place. And indeed 
Buck draws heavily upon folklore for its naaterials, for the 


153 



THE AMERICAN NOVEL AND ITS TRADITION 


quality of its humor, and for its language. Yet Bernard De 
Voto was telling only half the story in his general insistence 
that Mark Twain's ait and his intelligence weie no more 
than this folklore organized in book form Mr. Leavis is cor- 
rect, of course, in admitting the piesence of what he calls 
the '‘folk mind” in Mark Twain, and in going on to insist 
that this must not keep us from seeing also the presence 
of the mind of Western civilization. 

Leavis say^s that Mark Twain’s best writing is the product 
of 'a life’s expenence brooded on by an earnest spirit and 
a fine intelligence.” And he goes on to say that outside of 
his best writing Mark Twain still appeals to us as a man of 
intelligence and inner stress. For he ‘was no simple being, 
and the complexity of his make-up was ordinarily mani- 
fested in strains, disharmonies, and tormenting failures of 
integration and self-knowledge.” 

Yet the folk imagination is always pertinent in consider- 
ing Mark Twain. In Piiddnhead Wilson there is nothing 
like the rich store of folk motifs one finds m Huck. But 
there is, as in Huck, an imaginative conception at the sym- 
bolic heart of the book which before drawing on Mr. Fied- 
ler to define it one may call a universal “Manichaean” du- 
alism which has been given a special quality, in Mark 
Twain, by the Calvinism of his early environment and by 
the racial conflict. Fiedler writes that an important dimen- 
sion of PuiMnhead Wilson is to be found in 

the symbolic meanings inevitably associated with the 
colors white and black, meanings which go back through 
literature . . . and popular religion ... to the last 
depths of the folk mind No matter how enlightened our 
conscious and rational convictions may be in these mat- 
ters, we are beset by a buried ambivalence based on this 
archetypal symbolism of light and dark. Twain himself 
in this very novel speaks unguardedly of the rain trying 
vainly to wash soot-blackened St. Louis white; and the 
implication is clear: black is the outward sign of inward 
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evil In this sense, the Negro puzzhngl> wears the liveiy 
of the guilt we had thought the white man’s. But why? 
It is a question which rings tlirough the white man’s lit- 
erature in America, and the answer returns in an ambi- 
guity endlessly compounded. 

A book that does as much as ?uddnhead Wilson to ob- 
jectify and illustrate the ‘"buried ambivalence,” “the arche- 
typal symbolism of light and dark” that characterize the 
American imagination cannot be called a failure either ar- 
tistically or morally. There is alw^avs a sense in which the 
artistic and the moral elements of a literary work, espe- 
cially a not quite perfect one, are separable. And FtidcVn- 
head Wilson is a book which forces us, moie thin it can 
afford to do, to be conscious of the separat on. la consid- 
ering Maik Tw'ain s book as an example of the art of the 
novel, one observes that the moral truth it asserts is not 
adequately attached to the characters, or dramatized by 
them. In the histoiy of ideas and of American civilization 
Mark Twain’s demonstration of what kind of institutions 
those are which objectify m social power the poetic dualism 
in ‘‘the last depths of the folk mind” is of the first impor- 
tance. To Mr. Leavis the fact that this has been done at- 
tests to an accomplished art work— so he appears to affirm 
when he says that "‘Fuddnhead Wilson should be recog- 
nized as a classic of the use of popular modes-<if the sen- 
sational and the melodramatic—foi the purpose of signifi- 
cant art.” Mr. Fiedler finds an artistic success in Mark 
Twam’s nightmare of racial contradiction. And indeed Mark 
Twam’s astonishing clairvoyance and honesty have given 
Fudd*nhead Wilson a strong moral action, an action one 
can describe as a radical dilemma turned into a stirring dia- 
logue of traditions, attitudes* and social forces. 

But what keeps this book from being a great novel is 
that the characters and their relationships are not adequate 
to the moral action; the split between actioh and actors 
irons through the book. And although this would not nec- 
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essarily be a flaw m a romance, even less in a Platonic dia- 
logue, it IS m a novel— m a Action, that is, where the attempt 
is made to bring forth the ethical background and embody 
it m the foiegiound 

Except as something we can ourselves imagine, the pu- 
tatively tragic action of the book fails, finally, to take on 
rhythm and fonn. It is never fully articulated and the book 
coheres only by its almost geometric demonstration, its true 
and false equations, its revelation and redistribution of op- 
posites. There are no chaiacters who are capable, either by 
themselves or in relation to each other, of giving the book 
a sustained organic life— not even Roxy, who is as vibrantly 
alive and human as anyone m Mark Twain’s books. She is 
not allowed, by wfliat she says, does, feels, and thinks, to 
command or permeate the novel, although there are cer- 
tain scenes— notably the one in the old barn where she con- 
temptuously tells Tom the truth about his parentage— to 
which she gives diamatic effectiveness. Wilson himself is 
an oiiginal t^pe— but a type still, for we never understand ‘ 
much of what he feels or why he does what he does. We 
are not told out of what complex of expenence and feeling 
issued his aphorisms in the Calendar, and except for the 
ones that are mere easy cynicism we do not believe them 
to have come from him. The fable of oven caching and dis^ 
aster Mi. Fiedler dimly perceives in the career of Tom Dris- 
coll remains a shadow, a distant imputation of tragedy. 
And to the mere receptive sense of the reader Mark Twam’s 
novel seems finally, as a work of near-art, to exist as a stifiSy 
dialectic moral action, together with a considerable presen- 
tation of manners and morals, into which the breath of life 
has entered only here and theie. Mark Twain’s real fictional 
province is not the novel proper, but the borderland be- 
tween novel and romance. Huckleberry Finn is his one com- 
plete triumph, even though the tragic dialogue to which 
Fudd*nhead Wilson almost gives j^shape will always haunt 
our mmds. 



Chapter VIII 

THREE NOVELS OF 
MANNERS 


In a sense, the novels as defined above in Chapter I, is the 
novel of manners. In other words, §11 novels, committed as 
they are to "render reahty closely and in comprehensive 
detail,” must report the manners of the characters, must 
report, that is, all the special attitudes, gestures, and con- 
ventional responses people make because they belong to a 
certain class, a certain time, or a certain school of thought 
or conduct. This will always be a large part of the reality 
the novelist renders, whether he writes hke Jane Austen or 
Theodore Dreiser. 

But we do not call Dreiser a novelist of manners. The 
author of Emma and fride and Frefudice is perhaps not 
the greatest novelist of manners, but she is the purest, and 
we can take her kind of novel as the archetype of the fonUt 
It is distinguished from the novel in general because it con- 
centrates so calculatedly.jon manneis,^,bec it focuses 
on a particular social ,class or group of classes above the 
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lower economic levels and because it has an affinity in tone 
and method wth the high comedy of the stage. Most im- 
portant of all, such moral standards as are advanced by the 
author are those of society (probably not those of any one 
class) or have, at least, a concrete social sanction and utility, 
Accordmg to these standards, aberrations and distortions of 
conduct in individuals will be corrected (as m Fride and 
Prejudice or Howells’s Vacation of the Kelwijns or James’s 
The Ambassadors) or if these aberrations are incorrigible in 
any individual, he may be destroyed or expelled by society 
(as m The Gieat Gatsby or James’s The Europeans or Edith 
Wharton’s The Age of Innocence), And very often, of 
course, the standaid of judgment invoked will not be any 
particular social convention but the socially shared sagacity 
known as “common sense.” Very often too we find common 
sense being brought into play to correct ideals which are 
lanatical or absurdly impractical and are at odds, there- 
fore, with the necessary compromises and imperfections of 
any social order. 

^ sonie of the greatest novelists have been ex- 

pert practitioners in this genre. Cervantes, Fielding, Sten- 
dhal, Balzac, Tolstoy, Miss Austen herself. But in America, 
with the exception of Henry James, the novelists of manners 
are among the writers of second or third rank; Edith Whar- 
ton, Ellen Glasgow, Howells, John O’Hara, J. P. Marquand, 
Sinclair Lewis, Scott Fitzgerald. The great writers, such as 
Melville, Hawthorne, or Faulkner, sometimes approach the 
novel of manners—as in Pierre, The House of the Seven 
Gables, The Bhthedale Romance, or The Sound and the 
Fury, But it is not their natural style, they seldom sustain 
the tone, and theie is always something else in these books 
more arresting than the observation of manners. 

The reasons for this conti*ast are not obscure. For one 
thing, as Cooper complained, there are po manp^r^ in 
Americji ,,to observe, compared, that is, with Europe. And 
v^at manners, ^Jthere are are nearljr uniforpi among all 
Americans. This is of course not Kferalty true, either of 
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Cooper’s time or ours. But the novelist needs a more vivid 
variety of manners than, so far, he has discovered in this 
country. Also, theie is the persistent distrust of or simple 
lack of interest in the idea of society itself, so that it seems 
unnatural to most American writers to suppose that social 
conventions and laws aie beneficial to the individual. Even 
in Heni\ James, great novelist of maimers though he is, 
moral value is likely to be personal and intuitive, and to 
lest less in convention than in the possible natne e.xcellence 
of human nature, and although some of its ends are social, 
it is not deiived from any social order. Tiue, James’s inter- 
ests and commitments lead him to advance a iaige and per- 
haps rather vague ideal of social honor and benignity. But 
he appeals, as surely as Cooper, Melville, Mark Twain, 
Faulknei, and Hemingway, to a personal sense of rightness 
as the source and w^arrant of moral value. 

Th^ European novel of manners has always achieved its 
effect by bringing peoplie of different social class into con- 
flict. But in' America nearly everyone a novelist of manners 
might be interested in has been middle-cl^s, and has very 
likely piided himself on manners indistinguishable from a 
lower c ass which is always incipiently middle-class itself* 
Only in Cooper’s New York and Westchester, in old New 
England, in the old South, in Mrs. Wharton’s New York, 
in Ellen Glasgow’s Richmond, and perhaps one or two other 
places, hke G. W, Cable’s New Orleans, have there been 
momentarily settled social conditions involving contrasting 
classes with contrasting manners. 

On the whole our novelists have not been interested in 
social manners but in "personalities of transcendent value/' 
as Van Wyck Brooks called Henry James’s characters, per- 
sonalities who transcend among otj^r things the amenities^ 
and discipline of social intercourse.^ It does not matter very 
much on board the Pequod that Ahab is a bourgeois entre- 
preneur, Starbuck a petty bourgeois, and Ishmael ^ aris- 
tocrat. Such social differences matter scarcely more at a ta- 
ble in a Paris caf^ described by Hemingway in The Sm 
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Also Rises. We understand characters in Melville and Hem- 
ingway, as we do in most American wTiters, by what they 
are at heart. And this is not shown to us, except superfi- 
cially, by their differences in manners, because the decorum 
they display is then personal way of living what they be- 
have in or doing what they aie fated to do. We are asked 
by these novelists to judge characters, not by measuring 
them against socially derived values, but by their adherence 
to an idea of conduct which is personal, intuitive, and stoic, 
and which, though it may come round to the umveisal val- 
ues of Christianity and democracy, does so without much 
social mediation. 

“ So far, then, the American novelist of manners has been 
more at the mercy of his environment than has the Euro- 
pean— in the sense that the American social scene has not 
been so interesting, vanous, and colorful as the European. 
The novelist who undertakes to reflect our social scene, or 
some segment of it, in hteral detail, as Sinclair Lewis did 
in Babbitt or Howells in A Modern Instance or Mrs. Whar- 
ton in The Age of Innocence, finds that not all his wit and 
perspicuity can save his novel from reflecting too strongly 
|he comparative social dullness of America. 

Whenever it turns out to be a brilliant and memorable 
book, tjbe American npyel of manners will also be a ro- 
ipance; more than hkely the observation of manners and 
the paintmg of the social scene will be a by-product of the 
romance that really engages the author's mind. There may 
thus be some utility in considering from this point of view, 
as I do in the ensuing pages, three novels of manners: The 
^Great Gatsby, G. W. Cable's The Grandissimes, and How- 
ells's The Vacation of the Kelwyns. So apparently odd a 
' conjunction of books may call for explanation. The reader 
might well expect to encounter m any discussion of the 
novel of manners Mrs. Wharton's Age of Innocence, Ellen 
Glasgow's Romantic Comedians ox The Sheltered Life, any 
one of several of James's books, and so on. Hy reason for 
considering the three books I do is first of all my special 
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affection for them, which I hope the reader will indulge. 
But more important they aie original novels, which ad- 
vanced, each in its way, the art of the novel m America— 
despite the fact that two of them have exerted no observa- 
ble influence and have remamed virtually unknown. The 
Age of Innocence is an excellent novel of manners but there 
IS nothing original in its conception, except the peculiarly 
bleak pessimism of Mrs. Whaitons temperament, just as 
there is nothing really original m Miss Glasgow’s work, fine 
as some of it is, beyond the feminine narcissism that almost 
ruined her as an aitist. To embark on a discussion of James 
as a novelist of manners would be to embark on a complete 
book about James. Finally, I have wanted to resurrect, if 
possible, Cables Gmndissmes and Howells’s Vacation of 
the Kelioyns 

I have arranged the three novels in what seems to be a 
deci easing order of inner tension and dramatic power. 
CatsbfjJs one of those serious comedies that are finally in- 
dislinguishable from tragedy. The Grandissimes does not 
achieve the tragic effect— its darker tones are those of melo- 
drama. The Vacation of the Kelwyns is one of those rarities 
in American fiction— a novel that celebrates, without be- 
coming vapid, the relaxation of the will and what Lionel 
’trilling, after Wordsworth, calls the "sentiment of Being/* 
and in itself exemplifies these amiable and vital qualities. 

By thus anangmg these three books I have hoped to sug- 
gest anew that the American literal y mind is not necessarily 
fated to move always toward high tensions, extreme situ- 
ations, and unresolved contradictions, even though it usu- 
ally has done so when it has been at its best. Luckily it 
moves also towaid the kind of easy native connection with 
life which is celebrated, by all three novelists discussed in 
this chapter, but most fully by Howells. It remains only to 
say that I have written about Gatsby on the assumption 
that the reader is fairly familiar with it My assumption 
that most readers do not know The GrandASSimes and The 
Vacation of the Kelwyns is based on the fact that neither 
has been reprinted in recent times. 
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The Great Gatsby 

Lionel Trilling speaks of Gatsby as follows. ‘'To the world 
it is anomalous in Amenca, as in the novel it is anomalous 
in Gatsby, that so much raw power should be haunted by 
envisioned romance. Yet m that anomaly lies, for good and 
bad, much of the truth of our national life, as, at the present 
moment, we think about it.” The special charm of Gatsby 
rests in its odd combination of romance with a reahstic pic- 
ture of raw power— the raw power of the money that has 
made a plutocracy and the raw power the self-protective 
conventions of this plutocracy assume when they close in 
a united front against an intruder. 

Gatsby gives us an unforgettable, even though^ rather 
sketchy, sense of the 1920's and wbat the people were like 
who liyediSKW^ what the people were like 

because we are shown the publicly recognized gestures and 
attitudes by which they declare themselves as belonging to 
a certain ambiance at a certain time. Their manners (per- 
haps one should say their mannered lack of manners) are a 
clearly minted currency as readily negotiable as the money 
they all have such a lot of. At the same time the hero who 
comes to his spectacular grief ijlot only a man of the 1920's 
but a figure of legend. No one can doubt that the legend 
engaged the imagination of the author more deeply than 
the society in which the legend is played out. 

Mr. Trilling attributes the continuing freshness and sig- 
nificance of Gatsby to “Fitzgerald's grasp— both in the sense, 
of awareness and appropTiation— of the traditional resources 
available to him." And this will apply whether we are think- 
ing of the book as a romance or as a novel of manners. The 
story of Jay Gatsby is in origin an archetype of European 
fegend and it is fascinating to observe how> in Fitzgerald^s 
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hands, this legend is modified and in some wavs fnndainen- 
tally changed in accordance with American ideas. 

The European (perhaps universal) archetype has been 
memorably described, in relation to the novel, by Mr. Tril- 
ling himself In his Introduction to The Princess Casamas- 
Sima, Mr. Tnlimg refers to the legend of "the Young hfan 
from the Provinces’* which finds expression in certain great 
novels, such as Stendhafs The Red and the Bhch Dickens’s 
Great Expectations, and Balzac’s Pdre Gariot The young 
hero of the legend is likely to come from obscure or mean 
l>eginnings. There is some mystery about his birth, perhaps 
he is really a foundling prince. He is "equipped with pov- 
erty, pride and intelligence” and he, passes through a series 
of adventures which resemble the "tests’* that confront the 
would-be knight in Arthurian legend. He has an enormous 
sense of his own destiny. The purpose of his quest is to 
"enter life,” which he does by launching a campaign to 
conquer and subdue to his own purposes the great world 
that regards him as an insignificant outsider. "He is con- 
cerned to know how the political and social world are run 
and enjoyed,” as Mr. TriUing writes; "he wants a share of 
power and pleasure and in consequence he takes real risks, 
oken of his Kfe.” 

At this point one begins to see how much and how little 
Gatsby belongs to the tradition of the Young Man from the 
Provinces. He has the necessary obscure beginning, bom 
Gatz somewhere in the Middle West, He has come to the 
more socially advanced East and made his way to a posi- 
tion of wealth and Influence. He is more or less a mythic 
figure; he seems to have sprung from "a Platonic concep- 
tion of himself*’ rather than from any real place; be is ru- 
mored to be the nephew of the Kaiser; he pretends to be 
an Oxford man and to have lived like a young rajah in afl 
the capitals of Europe; he has committed himself "to the 
following of a grail” A good deal of this legendary build-up 
is comic in tone and jiifeic injnte But ArfhOt^ 

Fitzgerald’s biographer, is c^riSt luTsayto 
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of The Great GaUhy are never allowed to destroy the cre- 
dence and respect given by the author to the legend of 
his hero. The hfe and death of Gatsby inevitably call to 
the mind of Nick Carroway, the narrator, the ideal mean- 
ing of Amenca itself. Gatsby somehow mvokes the poetic 
appeal of the frontier and his pursuit of the ideal recalls 
once again the '‘transitory enchanted moment when man 
must first have held his breath in the presence of this con- 
tinent, compelled into an aesthetic contemplation he nei- 
ther understood nor desired, face to face for the last time 
in history with something commensurate to his capacity 
for wonder.” 

These concluding lines are so impassioned and impres- 
sive, even if a little overopulent in the Conradian manner, 
that we feel |he whole book has been driving toward this 
moment of ecstatic contemplation, toward this final moment 
of transcendence. \?\^at, at the end, has been affirmed? Ap- 
parently it is *npt the "power and pleasure’* derived from 
knowing and mastering "the political and social world.” At 
the end of F^te Goriot what is affirmed by Eugene Rasti- 
gnac’s challenge to Paris is this "power and pleasure.” And 
whereas it is true that Julien Sorel in The Red and the 
Black seeks an ideal transcendence, in the manner of many 
French heroes, from those of Racine to those of Malraux, 
his field of operations is social to a far greater degree than 
Gatsby’s is ever shown to be. 

Gatsby does not seek to understand and master society 
as an end; and we have to take it on faith that he has 
understood and mastered it at all— was he really a bootleg- 
ger and a dealer in dubious stocks? Of course he was, but 
neither he nor his author nor his author’s narrator, himself 
a bond salesman, shows any interest in these activities. Nor 
has Gatsby’s shadowy battle with the world been, as it is 
for his European counterparts, a process of education and 
disillusion. He does not pass from innocence to experience 
—if anything it is the other way around, the youth who 
climbed aboard the milhonaire’s yacht being more worldly 
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than the man who gazes longingly at the green light across 
the bay. In The Great Gatsby society and its ways, so far 
as the hero knows them, are not ends btit means to a tran- 
scendent ideal Finally, as Nick Carroway thinks, the ideal 
is so httle connected with reality that it consists merely in 
having an ideal. Ideahty, the longing for transcendence, 
these are good In themselves. So Nick Carroway implies' 
when he shouts across the lawm to Gatsby, “They’re a rot- 
ten crowd. You’re worth the whole damn bunch put to- 
gether.” For even though Carroway “disapproved of him 
from beginning to end,” he is forced thus to pay tribute 
to Gatsby ’s “incorruptible dream.” Nor is the abstractness/ 
of Gatsby’s dream modified by the fact that it centers 
around Daisy Buchanan, whom he has loved and lost. He 
does not see her as she is, he does not seem to have a sexual 
passion for her. He sees her merely as beauty and innocence 
—a flower, indeed, growmg natively on the “fresh green 
breast of the new world.” 

Fitzgerald suggests near the end of the book that Gatsby 
is in the legendary line of Benjamin Franklin or Poor Rich- 
ard, So we see from the self-disciplinary schedule Gatsby 
had written down as a boy and had always kept with him: 

Rise from bed 6:oo A.M. 

Dumbbell exercise and wall scaling 6:15-6:30 ” 

Study electricity, etc. . 7:15-8:15 

and so on down to: 

Study needed inventions . . . 7:00-9:00 P.M. 

But he is also of the company of Natty Bumppo, Huck 
Finn, and Melville’s Ishmael. For although he is treated 
with more irony than they, as befits a later worldliness, he 
shares their ideal of innocence, escape, and the purely per- 
sonal code of conduct. Like them he derives his values not 
from the way of the world but from an earlier pastoral 
ideal. ^ 

But Gatsby lived too late. He is made to <Ke sor^dly in 
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his swimming pool, shot by a garage proprietor. He cannot, 
like Huck Finn, light out for the teriitory. He cannot 
achieve even the dubious rebiith of Ishmael in the far Pa- 
cific. He cannot die full of >ears, facing the setting sun and 
attended by the primeval pramc gods, hke Natty Bumppo. 

None of these earlier heroes makes an assault on a plu- 
tocracy that has settled into a position of power and pres- 
tige. That was not an option in their time and place. When 
Gatsby does this he becomes what his predecessors never 
were: a tragicomic figure m a social comedy. He does not 
know flow to conform to the class to which Daisy belongs 
and to this class he seems ndiculous, with his ‘'gorgeous 
pink rag of a suit,” his preposterous mansion, and his cha- 
otic parties— parties at which ordinary people seem some- 
how to become themselves fantastic and to assume names 
like Miss Claudia Hip and the Dancies (I refer here to the 
inspired list of names, itself a great comic achievement, at 
the beginning of Chapter 4-there is an only somewhat less 
brilliant collection of comic names in the description of the 
masquerade at the beginning of Cable's Grandissimes) . In 
Qatsby, that is, we have a figure who i? from one point of 
vievv7a hero of romance but from another is related b the 
gulls and^ fops of high comedy. 

No one seems to know what T. S. Eliot meant when he 
wrote Ftegerald that GaUby was the first step forward the 
American novel had made since Henry James. The state- 
ment seems meaningful, however, if we compare Gatsby 
with James's only novel of similar theme, The American, 
Christopher Newman is a more relaxed, less wiUful, and 
less self-destined figure than Gatsby, but he comes of a simi- 
larly legendary America, makes a great deal of money, and 
vainly pursues a woman who is the flower of a high world 
forever closed to him. James, however, is content with his 
pleasure in the odd angularities of the legend of the suc- 
cessful American. And he sends Newman home, baffled 
and saddened by his rejection but not mortally hurt. It is 
a part of the fate oLhoth Newman and Gatsby that they 
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have information with which they could avenge themselves 
on their highly placed antagonists and that out of magna- 
nimity they both refuse to do so. 

But Fitzgerald has made more of the legend. For 
whereas Newman remains an odd though appealing stick 
of a man Gatsby has a tragic recklessness about him, an 
inescapably vivid and memorable destiny. He has some- 
thing of that almost divine insanity we find in Hamlet or 
Julien Sorel or Don Quixote. Fitzgerald’s great feat was to 
have opened out this possibility and to have made his 
American hero act in a drama where none had acted be- 
fore. For although there had been reckless and doomed 
semilegendary heroes in American fiction, none had been 
made to play his part in a realistically presented social situ- 
ation. Fitzgerald opened out the possibility, but scarcely 
more. It was not m him to emulate except for a brilliant 
moment the greatest art. 


Cable’s Grandissimes 

George Washington Cable is remembered, if at all, as a 
local colonst who wrote quamt, pathetic, and humorous 
tales about Creole life in Louisiana, and who sometimes 
gave his characters a dialect speech too irksome to read. 
People who have gone beyond the tales and sketches in 
Old Creole Days to Cable’s novels remember them as be- 
ing rather incoherent, charming perhaps, but marred by 
sentimentality and a facetious humor. On the whole these 
notions about Cable are true. Up to a point, they are even 
true about The Grandissimes (1880). But in this novel 
about life in New Orleans in 1803 Cable transcehd««J his 
usual limitations and wiote a minor masterpiece. 

Reading this novel today one can see that there were 
good reasons why in the early i88o’s Cable was regarded 
as the peer of Henry James, Howells, and Mark Twain, 
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why ID 1883 Matthew Arnold— an unlikely reader of Cable, 
it would seem— proclaimed himself “perfectly delighted” 
with Cable’s books. And the fact is that theie are things in 
The Grandisstmes that are beyond the reach of any of Ca- 
ble’s contemporaries. James could never have presented the 
story of the slave woman Clemence who, being suspected 
of sorceiy, is caughc m a bear trap by the Creole aristocrats, 
hanged, cut down, told to lun, and, as she runs, shot, so 
that she “leaped into the aii and fell at full length to the 
ground, stone dead.” As a novel of political analysis that 
sees society both in ideological terms and as having “an at- 
mosphere of hints, allusions, faint unspoken admissions, ill- 
concealed antipathies, unfinished speeches, mistaken iden- 
tities, and whisperings of hidden strife,” The Grandissimes 
makes Howells’s most ambitious social novel, A Hazard of 
New Fortunes, seem like child’s play. Cable’s powers of in- 
tellectual analysis as well as his power of presenting man- 
ners and moials dramatically and symbolically are not 
matched in Mark Twain, with the possible exception of 
Pudd*nhead Wilson. And if he shaies with Mark Twain a 
taste for American humor, he also has the more intellectual 
comic sense of the novelist of manners. 

Nor does this exhaust the list of Cable’s remarkable, 
though unfulfilled, talents. There is m The Grandissimes a 
truly Faulknerian strain of dark melodrama. The best ex- 
ample of this IS the stoiy of Bras Coupe, a heroic Negro 
prince brought from Africa in the slave ship Egalite. He 
refuses to work and there follow scenes of violence, of flight 
and pursuit, and of toiture which are presented with tre- 
mendous effect. The story is made to seiwe as a kind of 
archetypal image which gives meaning and resonance to 
the book. It is referred to at various points and is told in 
the middle of the novel by three different persons on the 
same day. 

As a novel of ideas which describes an intricate society 
full of both demarcations and ambiguities of class, caste, 
and race, The Grandissimes is something of a rarity in 
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American fiction. In the life of New Orleans at the moment 
in 1803 when the American government was trying to pla- 
cate and absorb the resisting Louisianans, Cable had an 
ideal subject. He had made extensive studies of New Or- 
leans as a newspaperman and during the writing of The 
Grandissimes he was making an investigation for the Census 
Bureau of ‘The History and Present Condition of New Or- 
leans.” He was thus able to give his novel the sohd socio- 
logical foundation for which Edmund Wilson praises it in 
an essay of some years ago He had also one of the classic 
situations of the novel of manners— the dissolution of one 
class (the Creole aristocracy) and its replacement by an- 
other (the bourgeois “Americains”). 

Old Creole Days and Mme Delphine, among Cable's 
early writings, are well worth reading. Despite their realism, 
however. Cable put into them a rather gratuitous mystifica- 
tion about who is who and who is doing what, and it was 
only in The Grandissimes that he made mystification into 
mystery, that he dealt, m other words, with some of the 
inscrutable facts at the foundations of modem society and 
did his best to articulate these facts dramatically and ide- 
ologically. Only one other nineteenth-century American 
novel does this as well— James s Frincess Casamassima^ and 
if Cable has the less piercing intuition and the more paro- 
chial subject he in part makes up for it by being more at 
home among general political ideas than James. 

Appropriate to the mood of mystery, foreboding, sub- 
dued violence, and confused identities, the novel begms 
with a masquerade. As we go on, it takes us some time to 
straighten out the characters. Two heroes, however, soon 
emerge, Honor6 Grandissime and Joseph Frowenfeld. Ho- 
nor^ is the scion of his family. In his ancestors the Creole 
pride has been very strong— their "preposterous” pride, as 
Cable says, "apathetic, fantastic, suicidal, lethargic and 
ferocious as an alligator.” In the well-known manner of 
Amencan aristociacies, this one has grown far more reac- 
tionary than its European counterparts. Educated in Paris, 
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Honore has discovered how isolated fiom the modern 
world his family has become and he is determined to liber- 
alize its ways. 

Frowenfeld is a young pharmacist fresh from Philadel- 
phia. He is full of reforming zeal and progressive principles, 
a fierce democrat. In the person of Frowenfeld, Cable 
finds a way to make capital out of the Jamesian theme of 
the innocent Yankee whose views are enlarged and human- 
ized by contact with an old, rich, corrupt social order. 

The rather preachy Frowenfeld and the contemplative 
Honors Grandissime learn a good deal from each other be- 
cause of their diflEerences. But they have something in com- 
mon too— namely they are both in quest of reality. Frowen- 
feld IS "as fond of the abstract” as the Creoles are "ignorant 
of the conciete.” And much of the moral action of the novel 
is concerned with the successful attempt of the two 
friends to come, in their different ways, into contact with 
social reality as well as with their own deeper emotional 
natures. Cable himself feared that he had failed to make 
a memorable character in Frowenfeld because of the diffi- 
culty of making plausible a hero who is too "goody-goody.’’ 
He was perhaps unnecessarily concessive here, although of 
the two, Honore Grandissime is the more substantial and 
significant figure. 

Cable himself did not descend from the Creole caste. Al- 
though he was born in New Orleans, his mother was of 
Puritan New England stock and his father came from a 
Virginian family. He clearly admired the amenity of Creole 
life and treated it with a good deal of sympathy. As a young 
man he had fought in the Confederate cavalry (although 
he was only five feet six and never weighed much over no 
pounds). Yet he had foimed liberal political ideals and de- 
plored the injustices upon which Creole society had been 
based. His knowledge of the world made him contemptu- 
ous of the helplessness and ignorance of the Creoles, who 
seemed never to touch in any creative way either reality or 
passion except as these were mediated by their slaves. The 
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fastidious and neurotic isolation of the Creoles Cable sug- 
gests by his description oi the Grand issime mansion which 
IS raised above the ground on fiiteen-foot pillais and by 
his picture of the family here in their self-congratulatory, 
ntual lemmiscences while beyond the river the slaves to0 
in ‘a land hung m mourmng, darkened by gigantic cy- 
presses, submerged, a land of reptiles, silence, shadow, de- 
cay.” No wonder such a family should fear reality and that 
Honore should lament that * i am but a dilettante^ whether 
in politics, in philosophy, morals, or religion. I am afraid to 
go deepl)' into anything, lest it should make ruin m my 
name, my family, and my property.” 

Yet despite his fear of going deeply, Honore’s aristocratic 
background and contemplative nature have made him 
aware of political realities unknown to less disillusioned 
minds. The difficulties involved in adjusting New Orleans 
to free institutions are the topic of the densely meaningful 
chapter called ''That Night.” Here the new Yankee gover^ 
nor and Honore Giandissime discuss the problem of mak- 
ing a government "freer than the people wish it.” And when 
the governor utteis the conventional idea that no commu- 
nity will sacrifice itself for mere ideas, Honore says, "You 
speak like a true Anglo-Saxon” and assures him that New 
Orleans is just the kind of ccanmunity to do so. As the dis- 
cussion goes on, the dark tangle of passions and interest that 
underlie politics is suggested by the ritual chant and 
Calinda dance m a slave-yard, the purport of which is a 
satiie of the ruling classes, the point being that the pride 
<of the Grandissimes must now humble itself before the 
Yankees, 

There is a good deal of highly effective symbolism in 
Cable's novel, mostly having to do with light and dark and 
the ambiguity not only of racial strains but of reality itself. 
This symbolism (used with equal effectiveness m American 
literature perhaps only in Light in August and in Melville’s 
Benito Cereno) stems from the dread and guilt which re- 
main unconscious in most of the characters but is articulated 
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by Honore when to Frowenfeld he professes himself amazed 
at ‘'the shadow of the Ethiopian-the length, the blackness 
of that shadow.” We sit, he says, “in a horrible darkness.” 

Nevertheless the novel should not be regarded as “sym- 
bolistic”; it IS not a drama of meaning. We do not have in 
The Grandmimes an epistemological symbolism. The book 
does not ask the intelligence to concern itself with meaning 
but rather to grasp and cleave to the concrete conditions of 
life. We have, as in so many Ameiican fictions, a realistic 
novel tending away from strict realism toward the romance 
by way of melodrama. 

The symbols are involved in the intricacies of experience 
but (as in Cable's ancestral Calvimsm) they move, not to- 
ward ambiguity and multiple meaning, as m symbolistic 
art, but toward ideology and dialectic. The structure of the 
book is melodramatic. That is, it conceives of life as a haz- 
ardous action between very marked, perhaps irreconcilable 
extremes which, appropriate to the subject, are racial, so- 
cial, and political extremes. As in so many of the novels we 
are considering, alternative fates aie offered to the actors 
—they can transcend the contradictions of their experience 
by an act of horror, violence, or suicide, or they can mo- 
mentarily escape the contradictions by a loving connection 
with the ordinary realities of nature and the humamties of 
men. 

The two heioines of the story, the young widow Aurore 
Nancanou and her daughter Clothilde, are members of the 
De Grapion family, which has had an ancient feud with the 
Grandissimes. Aurore's husband has been killed and her 
property lost in a duel with Agricola Fusilier, a relative of 
the Grandissimes and the patriarch of the clan. The ladies 
are endowed by Cable with perhaps a little too much fine, 
ineffable femininity. They are creatures of the age of How- 
ells, and, as women {white women, that is) they will not 
be questioned too far, nor set too firmly in the world. Yet 
a sufficient reason for their chiid-like fragility is supplied 
by their having in their own way the Creole unworldliness. 
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They are at least appealing and amusing, with their Creole 
version of English, as when they say things like “Oo dad is, 
'Sieur Frowenfel?” “fo’ wad you cryne?” or ‘*doze Creole 
is lezzy^'" And they are human enough to lend much more 
than a formal interest to the heahng of old family differ- 
ences which IS symbolized by the mariiage of Honor6 to 
Aurore and the union of North and South symbolized by 
the marriage of Fiowenfeld and Clothilde. 

In the backgiound of the Nancanou ladies there is the 
sinister figure of the soothsayer Palmyre Philosophe and the 
voodoo world she inhabits. A quadroon, Palmyre has in 
‘‘the clear yellow skin of her cheek” a faint flush that sug- 
gests “cold passion.” She has “a barbanc and magnetic 
beauty that startled the beholder like an unexpected draw- 
ing out of a jewelled sword.” Although we are thoughtfully 
reassured by the author that Palmyre has “that rarest of 
gifts in one of her tincture, the purity of true womanhood,” 
he leaves us to adjust this pious idea to the obvious fact 
that Palmyre’s murderous vendetta with Agricola Fusilier 
and her fehne hatred of men, her “femininity without hu- 
mamty,” are the results of the radical distortions of her 
strongly passional nature that have been produced by so- 
cial injustice. 

The violence of Palmyre finds its counterpart in the para- 
lyzed will, the deeply stricken silence and passivity of an- 
other quadroon, Honore Grandissime’s half brother who 
bears the same name and haunts him throughout the novel, 
as the dark, invisible side of the moon haunts the hght. Yet 
before his inevitable suicide, there is enough latent violence 
in him to stab Agncola Fusilier after he has been hit in the 
face with a cane for refusing to take his hat off. 

Cable supplies Agncola Fusilier with a detailed geneal-^ 
ogy. He is the descendant of an Indian princess dressed in 
“swan skins” and the plumes of flamingoes whom an im- 
petuous Creole ancestor had snatched out of the Louisiana 
canebrake. He has the traits of the Fusiliers, who are like 
dark hawks among the “lily white” Grandissimes. But, an 
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dM man now, he has gto\%n seedy, his beaid wags wildly, 
his clothes are rather dirty and they show the styles of three 
decades. 

Like some dimly remembered ancestor of the Compson 
or Sarlons families m the novels of Faulkner, Agncola 
Fusilier is the master of a high rhetoric. Buffoon and savage 
though he is, there is something moving m his taking up 
the cause of Fiowenfeld after Frowenf eld's pharmacy has 
been wrecked by resentful Louisianans who consider him 
a meddling Yankee and lover of Negroes— 'You are under 
the wing of Agncola Fusilier, the old eagle— you are one of 
my brood— Professor, listen to your old father.'* And he res- 
cues the young man "from the laughs and finger-pomts of 
the vulgar mass,** calling him, out of sheer noblesse oblige, 
“my friend— my vicar— my coadjutor— my son.** We remem- 
ber this moment of atonement later when Agncola Fusilier 
dies of his knife wounds and pronounces his benediction, 
“I forgive eveiyone. A man must die— I forgive— even the 
enemies of Louisiana,’* 

This is a moment of pathos and surrender perhaps 
matched only in the episode where Charlie Keene, the con- 
sumptive doctor, walks on the levee at night and looking 
out over New Orleans muses on the “beautified corruption** 
of the scene and sighs “dissolution, dissolution.** Dr. Keene, 
one might add, is involved in a web of hopeless loves that 
give a lyiic quality to Cable*s book. He is in love with 
Clothilde, as Palmyre is with Honors (white) and as 
Honoi6 (the quadroon) is with Palmyre. 

In trying to suggest the quality of The Grandissimes I 
have inevitably made it sound more compact, intense, and 
rapid than it actually is. Despite the political intelligence, 
comic acuity, social passion, and ideological poetiy which 
Cable marshaled in this novel, a good deal of it is written 
in the rather loose manner of the Howells age. There is 
some facetiousness, some sentimentality, and too muph 
genteel maundering. One has to be ready to put up with 
this: 
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that petted rowdy, the mocking bird, dropped down into 
the path to offer fight to the horse, and faihng in that, 
flew up again and drove a crow into ignominious re- 
tirement 

in order to arrive at perfection like this: 

from a place of flags and reeds a white crane shot up- 
ward, turned, and then, with the slow and stately beat 
peculiar to her wing, sped away until, against the tallest 
cypress of the distant forest, she became a tiny white 
speck on its black, and suddenly disappeared, like one 
flake of snow. 

The most unkind trick time has played on Cable is the 
decline of the vogue of dialect speech. The vogue was flour- 
ishing when Cable wrote and he uses more dialect than a 
modern novelist would do. He had a rich hnguistic store to 
draw on and a highly developed ear for language, so that 
we hear at one time or another not only Creole English but 
Creole French and Negro French and English. The Creole 
English also vaiies accoiding to the speaker. Most difficult 
of all are the few interpolated songs that combine French 
and African dialects and whose rhythmic pattern and re- 
frains seem to suggest New Orleans jazz. 

But perhaps a generation somewhat receptive to the ver- 
bal facihty of Joyce and Faulkner can rediscover a certain 
pleasure in the language of a minor virtuoso hke Cable* 
His Creole English is not hard to fathom, and it is impossible 
not to be delighted by things like, ‘*You know my cousin, 
Honors Grandissime, w at give two hund’ fifty doUa* to de 
’ospill laz mont?” or Raoul Innerarity*s allegorical painting 
of “Louisiana rif-using to banter de h-Union.” 

In the following it is hard to know which is better, the 
French song or the paraphrase furnished by the 
singer: 

D6 ’tit zozos— y6 t4 assis— 

De ’tit zozos—si la barrier. 
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De ’tit 20Z0S, qui zabotte, 

Qui ga ye di’ mo pas conne. 

Manzeur-poulet vim simin, 

Croupe SI ye et croque ye, 

Personn’ pli’ tend’ ye zabott^— 

De ’tit Z020S SI la barrier. 

Dat mean— two lill birds, dey was sittin’ on de fence an* 
gabbin’ togeddah, you know lak you see two young gals 
sometime’, an’ you can’t mek out w’at dey sayin’, even ef 
dey know demself? H— yal Chicken hawk come ’long dat 
road an’ ]es’ set down an’ munch ’em, an’ nobody can’t no 
mo’ hea’ deir lill gabbm’ on de fence, you know. 

Modern literature has taught us again that language is full 
of comic possibilities. And The Grandmimes has many in- 
cidental linguistic contretemps^ as when one chaiacter says, 
"Ah lag to teg you apar ” and another asks, "See me alone?” 

The Grandissimes is a more complex hybrid than The 
Great Gatsby; it is richer and more various, but also more 
cluttered and moie loosely written. It possesses m greater 
volume the standard novelistic devices. There are many 
characters, and the leading ones are well established in the 
circumstances of their livesj we watch them, too, as their 
opinions and feelings change under the pressure of circum- 
stance and of what they come to perceive about themselves 
and their relation to other people, as well as to ideas and 
to history itself. No single legendary hero steps to the center 
of the stage to impose the quality of his life on the whole, 
as in Gatsby. What happens rather is that a strongly realistic 
social novel becomes at the same time a poetic melodrama. 
The charm of The Grandissimes is that like Gatsby, in its 
different way, it is a peculiarly successful union of the novel 
of manners with romance. 


176 



THREE NOVELS OF MANNERS 


The Vacation of the Keltvyns 

The subtitle of Howells’s novel is "An Idyl of the Middle 
Eighteen-Seventies.” Published in 1920, it is one of How- 
ells's last novels and quite possibly his best (it was first writ- 
ten in 1910). 

The trouble with Howells in general is first of all that he 
never tried haid enough. There is a real laziness, as well 
as a prudishness, about his mind, and in his novels he is 
always making great refusals. He had a furtive, cunning 
intelligence which perhaps knew more about ordinary 
Amencan life than any novelist has ever known. But he had 
little imagination, little power of making a fable, of launch- 
ing an exciting action, little power even of establishing an 
atmosphere that could be sustained through a novel. He 
lacked, as James said, that "grasping imagination” which 
an American novebst would need if he were to deal fully 
with American life. What httle imagination he had was in- 
capable either of grasping, as imagination, the facts his in- 
telligence perceived or of imparting to his novels a coherent 
fonn. His stories are full of unbndged gaps, and he is seldom 
able to give that indispensable impression, as James always 
does even in his inferior woik, of a coherent action that 
includes and relates all the elements of the fiction. There is 
no voice which we can recognize as Howells. There is only 
the long shelf of thirty-odd novels, which, though they are 
estimable documents for the critic and historian, contain 
very few fictional triumphs which are not brought oflF better 
by someone else. 

It is a pleasure, then, to read this late book. Here, the 
aged Howells makes a virtue out of not trying very hard, 
and The Vacation of the Kelwtjns is not only charming for 
its pervasive quality of reminiscence, calm wisdom, and 
idyllic pleasure in hfe; it is given a unity of effect by this 
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pervasive quality and by the hard, gritty, comic sense of 
reality and of human limitation that goes along with it. 

The story has to do with Elmer Kelwyn, a professor of 
historical sociology at Harvard, Mrs. Kelwyn, and their two 
boys. The Kelwyns are in their forties. They are Iibeial, gen- 
teel, middle-class people, and they have the moral earnest- 
ness of their kind, as v;ell as the unceitamty how to face 
life as they find it outside of their circle of experience. They 
are more overcly and admittedly jealous of their genteel so- 
cial position than their more modem counterparts would 
be. But they live frugally, having only a little money beyond 
the professors salary (which means that even at best they 
can keep only two maids). In the summer they usually 
boaid with a farmer or at a hotel, it not being quite suitable 
to their position to prepare their own meals-indeed Kelwyn 
remembers positively as larks those few periods in their lives 
when they did their own cooking. Mis. Kelwyn is not as 
intellectual as her husband but is predictably sharper in 
her social insistences and moral opinions. 

As the story opens we find that the Kelwyns have taken 
a house for the summer in New Hampshire. The house is 
owned by a neighboring Shaker commumty, and they take 
on as tenants a farmer and his wife—the Kites— on the un- 
derstanding that Mrs. Kite will cook and keep house and 
that her husband will not only work the farm for his own 
profit but perform such services for the Kelwyns as saddling 
the horse. The moral dilemmas of the story appear when 
it becomes clear that the Kites are, by the Kelwyns*s stand- 
ards, hopelessly unenlightened; they are backward, slov- 
enly, and ineflBcient. Mr. Kite is morose, profane, suspicious, 
brutal; and his wife, though pleasant enough, is incapable 
of planmng anything in advance or of impioving her primi- 
tive methods of housekeeping. The first meal is a minor 
tragedy: the milk is spotted with dirt from the cellar rafters, 
the butter is rancid, the bread uneatable, the tea is like tar. 

Much of the story has to do with ihe struggle of the 
Kelwpis to improve the Kites. They try reason and sym- 
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pathy; they try threats, though being sensitive people, they 
are ashamed of having done this. They suffer from tlie 
moral ambiguities of the situation. Are the Kites really guilty 
of malfeasance? Or are they to be regarded as merely the 
victims of their own ignorance and of the narrow horizons 
of their degenerate, post-Calvinist provincialism? It is, of 
course, a veritable dilemma of modem hberalism. Are the 
Kites to be treated as criminals or unfortunate victims of 
their environment? And if they are to be treated as both, 
are they more criminal than victimized or vice versa? And 
in the matter of practical action, should the Kelv/yns fire 
the Kites or respond to the moral impulse to try to improve 
them? Meanwhile, the Kelwyns feel more and more de- 
graded by living with such people— as well as with the other 
local types they come in contact with, all of whom Howells 
shows in an unfavorable light: tlie pusillanimous Shaker 
ladies, the local farmer with his obscene humor about death, 
the drunken Alison down the road, with his suffering wife 
and brood of children. 

There are two other important characters in the novel, 
Parthenope Brook, aged twenty-seven, is the Kelwyns*s 
cousin. Elihu Emerance, who seems to be vaguely modeled 
on Howells himself, is an itinerant schoolteacher, farm 
hand, playwright, and jack-of-all-trades. Parthenope is the 
orphaned daughter of two expatriates who have gone to 
Itcily to paint. A product not only of foreign education but 
very distinctly of the highest Emersonian culture, she is in- 
tensely romantic and idealistic. She is one of the tense, beau- 
tiful, willful, aspinng American girls, like Imogen Graham 
in Howells s Indian Summer^ whom we meet so often in the 
fiction of the period. She had been brought up, says How- 
ells, in a culture where "Womanhood stood high m the 
temple of the cult.” Howells had himself contributed much 
to the cult of ineffable womanhood which he shared with 
James, though with markedly less ambiguity than James 
showed. But here his point is that Parthenope Brook is too 
good to be true. Her ideals are too abstract and rigid, her 
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will is too tense. She must be chastened, relaxed, and hu^ 
manized; and this takes place through her love for Emer- 
ance. Like Howells himself, Emerance is socially between 
the Kites and the Kelwyns. He is the son of humble parents, 
but he has acquired culture and such manners of the gentle- 
man as are needed in America. His apparently disorganized 
and aimless life and his being, as he says, '*an experimenter” 
at fust disgust Parthenope, who believes that a man should 
have a smgle ideal fanatically pursued, as do the heroes of 
the novels she admires. She is baffled, fascinated, and re- 
pelled by the variousness of Emerance’s personality and in- 
terests, as well as by the touch of raffishness and untidiness 
that clings to him. ‘'Doesn t Emerson say, 'Be true to the 
dream of thy youth?*” she asks. To which Emerance irri- 
tatingly replies, "Ah, but to which one?” 

The process by which Parthenope is at last brought round 
to accept Emerance as her fianc6 is the familiar educative 
one by which pride is relaxed, prejudice dispelled, and ig- 
norance enlightened as to the limited utility of the Ideal. 
It is a lesson, too, in the necessity of deriving the Ideal from 
the reahty of circumstance, a lesson in the conditioning of 
the will by the actualities of one's life. 

Meanwhile, the Kelwyns too relax their moral tensions, 
which they had worked up to a high pitch, threatening, 
finally, to dispossess the Kites. Instead they move out them- 
selves, taking a place nearby which promises not to plunge 
them into the tensions of moral ideology but to be merely 
a pleasant and livable place for the rest of the summer. The 
whole novel thus moves away from the taut clash of moral 
abstractions and self-righteous aggressions to an idyllic cele- 
bration of the mere pleasure of contentedness with life, the 
vital quotidian nourishment the characters find by relaxing 
into the easier conditions of their being. There is often 
a festal tone to the book. A dancing bear,' to which 
Parthenope feeds coffee after it has been stunned by light- 
®hig, gypsy fortunetellers, and other odd and picturesque 
wimderers come in every once in a while as if from some 
enchanted realm just over the horizon. The novel loses 
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nothing of its sharp edge by leaving even the exasperating 
Kites in something of a soft glow. 

In Chapter 19 of the novel the larger issues Howells has 
in mind are piesented in almost allegorical form. “'The 
simple idyl of the passing days” has become blissful for 
Parthenope and Emerance because, without yet declaring 
themselves to each other, they know now that they are in 
love. As Howells says, “the understanding of their pastoral 
situation” is “tacit between them.” Their idyl is given vari- 
ety and point by the itinerants who significantly come and 
go. Fiist there are some Italians from near Genoa, who 
play a hand organ and impress Parthenope with their old- 
world beauty and grace, so different, as she reflects, from 
the “mannerless uncouthness of the Yankee country-folk.” 
The Italians are followed by an Irish linen peddler, who en- 
ters surly but exits benign. He is followed by a “sailorlike 
Frenchman,” whom Parthenope sketches and who accepts 
a ten-cent note with ‘“charming effusion.” And then one day, 
seeming to “rise from the ground hke a human cloud,” a 
gigantic Negro “with a sullen, bestial face” and ““vast, naked 
feet” appears on the scene to glare with bloodshot eyes at 
Parthenope and Emerance, before lurking away into the 
shadow of the woods. 

The time is 1876, and the centennial, as Howells stresses 
in later chapters, is a time for national as well as personal 
stock-taking and soul-searching. Things are not well. The 
tramps and wanderers who come and go may be pictur- 
esque, but they have taken to the road because there is a 
depression, as there must be every now and then in an 
economy which Howells calls ““as httle regulated as the 
weather.” In this centennial summer “men without work 
were prowling the country everywhere.” Parthenope and 
Emerance reflect on the fact that the old life of rural New 
England is in decay. The Shaker communities consist en- 
tirely of the wistful aged. The local population has fallen 
off in recent years, and the woods and fields show many 
abandoned and tumbled-down houses. The old-line Ameri- 
cans have got out of touch with life; their emotional life 
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has hardened, shriveled, and dried up. In the local farmers 
the once vital Puritanism has become a mean-minded, sar- 
donic pessimism. The practical hardiness and adaptability 
of the old New Englandei has become, m the Kites, merely 
inefBciency, guile, and stupidity. The Kelwyns are genteel 
and finicking almost to the point of futility. The immigiant 
Europeans and the gigantic Negro are moie vivid and more 
powerfully alive than the Anglo-Saxons who have gone to 
seed in the New Woild. 

The idyl of Parthenope and Emerance is thus given an 
undercurrent of ommousness by the hlntsS and portents of 
trouble in the land. Yet because of their marriage, a mar- 
riage of principle and impulse, we understand that all will 
be well. That this is the way they themselves understand 
their union is made clear at the end of Chapter 15. In 
Parthenope impulse has hardened into a too tense ethical 
idealism, into principles too rigidly held. In Emerance im- 
pulse flows strong and fresh but without clireebon or pur- 
pose. Howells is saying that Amencan life is characterized 
by this kind of split, that when it occurs in exacerbated 
form, desiccation and aimlessness ensue, and that ever new 
modes of reconciliation must be found, Howells’s novel is 
justly called '*an idyP because all the emphasis is on the 
need for the fresh surge of impulse, the creative, genial 
welling-up of emotion, the relaxation of willed principle (of 
which he thinks there will never be a lack). 

The Vacation of the Kelwyns imparts a strong sense of 
the importance of actualities and of the intneate circuit of 
hie that passes from the real to the ideal, from impulse to 
principle. This sense of things, which we identified with 
James at the end of Chapter I, is common in the English 
novel, but not at all common in the American novel, where 
the real and ideal are charactenstically forced far apart into 
a striking opposition. Nor is Howells’s fine sense of human 
involvement common in the \merican novel, ^ few charac* 

* On this score and others, Lionel Trilling has praised The \^a- 
Mion of the Kelwtjm briefly in his essay on Howells, and although 
I do not seem to make so much of Howells in 'general as Mr. 
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ters in which will be found shanng this reflection of 
Kelwyn’s: ‘‘It is strange how difficult it is to withdraw from 
any human relation, no matter how provisional. There is 
always an unexpected wrench, a rending of fibers, a pang 
of remorse ... I think that at the end of eveiy relabon in 
hfe there is a sort of blind desire, unieasonable and illogical, 
to have it on again. If it ends abruptly or immically this is 
especially the case.” Howells speaks here of what may be 
called the normality of ‘liuman relation,” the dramatization 
of which makes the substance of so many great English 
novels. By contrast the assumption of many of the best 
American novels is that the escape from "human relation,” 
which Kelwyn caDs a "rending of fibres,” is an easy and 
fortunate thing. Unless, that is, as in the archetypal case of 
Chillingworth and Dimmesdale, the relation is obsessive 
and fatal. (It endears Howells to us to think that his most 
moving expression of the strange difficulty of withdrawing 
from human relation should have been pubhshed in his ad- 
vanced age, in the year he died.) 

Because of its symbolic reconciliations and harmonies 
The Vacation of the Kelwyns is akin to romance as we find 
it m Shakespeare’s late plays. But, for the same reason, it 
is somewhat anomalous in American romance. American 
romance, as I have been saying in this book, does not bank 
much on the harmonies and reconciliations which pastoral 
idyl may bring into human life, or on the spiritual health 
it may bestow^ upon the future. Pastoral feeling in Cooper, 
Melville, Mark Twain, and Faulkner is elegiac; the pastoral 
experience is elusive, momentary, always receding into the 
past. When it is momentarily recaptured— in the forests with 
Natty Bumppo, in Typee, on the raft with Huck Finn, in 

Trilling does, it remains true that the book is, as he says, a re- 
markable one. The main arguments of Mr. Tnlhng’s essays in 
The Liberal Imagination prepare one for a sympathetic reading 
of Howells's novel, as they do for many greater novels. These 
essays Implicitly answer, much better tfian I could, the objec- 
tions that are likely to be raised against The Vacation of the 
Kelwyns, 
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the Mississippi hunting camp with Ike McCaslin— it is re- 
storative, it recruits the benign emotions, it may even bring 
about a moral regeneration. But the pastoral experience is 
rather an escape from society and the complexities of one’s 
own being than the source of ideals and practices which 
are capable of unifying and healing society, or one’s own 
being. 

Despite the elements of romance in the three novels we 
have been looking at in this chapter— the tragicomic leg- 
end in Gatsby, the high melodramatic coloring in The 
Grandissimes and the idylhc allegory of The Vacation of 
the Keluoyns—they aie all concerned with the realities of 
man’s life in society. They all concern themselves with the 
processes by which distorted or exaggerated ideals either 
lead to the defeat of the individual in society or are modified 
and chastened in him by disillusion and social education. 
The chastisement of distorted ideals is, as was observed 
above, a common theme in American literature, beginning 
with Hawthorne and Melville. But it has not often been 
memorably presented in the tones of social comedy. 
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NORRIS AND 
NATURALISM 


*‘Natub^ism” is a necessary word in discussing the novel, 
Kut since it is used in different ways, a definition may be in 
order. For example, one often finds it convenient to speak of 
the ‘‘naturalistic detail*’ or “level” of a novel, meaning sim- 
ply its aggregation of things m nature or in the inanimate 
setting, as distinguished from the ideas, metaphors^, symbols, 
and perhaps the emotions also to be found in the book. Re- 
lated to this usage is the more technically m,etgpbysteL 
meaning assigned to the word ‘‘naturalism”„by-Allen«.Tata» 
an^ Caiolme Gordon in their The House of Fiction, Thus 

supernatur^lispi. But 
Since this makes James and Howells as much naturalists as 
Zola, Frank Norns and Jack London, it seems preferable, 
for our purposes, to apply the word to those Ameiican 
writers who are in the ^general tradition of Zok—such as 
FIoms7l^bndoh, Dreiser, and Farrell.^ 

^ I am assuming tliat the novel is realistic by definition, so that 
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For, like Norris himself, the American naturalist moye- 
ment ostensibly stakes its depaiture from the attempt of Zola 
and his contemporaries to write a new kind of scientific fic- 
tion. In the theory of the French school, the ideal was to 
exercise a free ‘experimental” methodl— to place one's char- 
acters in a certain environment, as one places specimens in 
a laboiatory experiment, and to observe and report without 
fear or favor how they acted according to natural laws. 
Zola's shocking and highly imaginative novels, however, are 
only loosely “scientific,” and as Philip Rahv has said, the 
invocation of science by the French natuialists came pri- 
marily out of a desire to attach to the novel the prestige 
rather than the method of science. But the French natmalis- 
tic novel— the American less so— had a genuine relation to 
science in the sense that it did often succeed by means of 
a massive and careful research, by a ruthless, “experimen- 
tal” truth-telling, and by attention to forces, pnnciples of 
behavior, and the influence of the environment and of 
heredity. Also, like nineteenth-century science, the natural- 
istic novel took a bleakly pessimistic view when considering 
the"" iHility'of the individual to control his fate. 

Many of these tendencies were taken over from Zola by 
Norris in his first novel, McTeague/t>xeiser was a student 
of science and we hear a good deal 'inTSis Books about the 
“chemisms” which it is alleged, often unconvincingly, di- 
rect his characters to their fates. ^But hear very little 
about science from Norris. And although French naturalism 

the term “realism” can never have much utility when we are 
discriminating among different novels and novelists. One cannot 
say that Dreiser is realistic and James not; it is a question of 
distinguishing between Dreiser's realism and Jamess realism. 
Thus..iiaturaTism is a special case of realism. And although it 
is"‘dft<fen Td^htified with its interest in unusually sordid reality, 
it actually becomes a special case of realism by adhering to a 
necessitarian ideology, Jn aesthetic terms this ideology becomes 
a metaphor of fate and of man's situation in the universe, and so, 
although naturalism begins as a special emphasis witjim the Ifinits 
of real^m, ff: culminkes in a form of poet^, 
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proclaimed itself in revolt against romanticism, Norris pre- 
sents his naturalism as a new form of romance* 

In The ResponsihiUties of the Novelist he fells us that his 
own novels are intended to oppose ‘realism,” by which he 
m^ns the realism of Howells and perhaps of James. This 
realism he describes as too “minute,” and he goes on to say 
ironically that “it is the drama of a broken teacup, the 
tragedy of a walk down the block, the excitement of an 
afternoon call” The “romance” with which Norris intends 
to oppose what he regards as the pettiness of realism is not 
very clearly defined. But he tells us that unlike realism,' 
which “confines itself to the type of normal life,” romance 
“is the kind of fiction „that takes cognizance of variations 
from the type^pf nomial life.” Again, unbke realism, ro- 
mance sees deeply and exposes the most hidden passions* 
According to Norris, romance is close to the imagination of 
the “People” and neither springs from nor appeals to the 
mere ^Artist,” “Amateui,” or “Aesthete.” The meaning of 
this important idea I shall consider later 
What strikes the historically-minded reader is the gen- 
eral similarity of Noins’s plea for romance to the earlier 
pleas made by Brown, Cooper, Simms, Hawthorne, and 
Melville. The significance of this similarity has not been un- 
derstood, and Norris’s description of his fiction as romance 
has been taken to Be merely vague and eccentric, if not posi- 
tively perverse~at least, as applied to books like McTeagm 
and The Octopus, rather than to Moran of the Lady Lefty, 
which is moie obviously “romantic.” Yet the youthful father 
of fictional na uralism in this country was in dead earnest 
in describing his works as romances, as he was in every- 
thing he did and said. And in the brief years of his glowing 
maturity, before he died in 1900 at the age of thirty, he 
Wrote books that departed from realism by becoming in a 
unified act of the imagmatioh at once rSinances and natural- 
istic novels. 
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McTeague 

Norris’s first novel was mostly wiitten in xSga but it was 
not finished and pubhshed until 1899 (it was thus preceded 
by another important early document in Ameiican natu- 
falisrh, Stephen Crane s Maggie, which was published ear- 
lier but made little impression). McTeague, the hero of the 
book, IS an illiterate dentist m San Fiancisco, an innocent 
animal-like man who falls victim to the corrupt ways of city 
life. In telling the story Norris sticks close to the heredity- 
environment-degeneration theme. Marcus Schouler, Mc- 
Teague’s supposed friend, inf 01 ms the authorities that 
McTeague is practicing dentistry without a license. This 
activates the fatal forces of environment and heredity and 
starts the hero off on his undeviating path to disaster. 

McTeague is Norris’s b^est book, having all the hallmarks 
of young genius and forming in its ciude way a genuine 
art wbrh.^Xike many American novels, The Octopus is all 
“picture,” and the few “scenes” we are given are perfunc- 
tory, with the exception of one or two that stick in the mind, 
like the ranch festival and accompanying jack-rabbit hunt, 
though even here everything is done with the wide brush. 
But McTeague has several closely observed and adequately 
dramatized scenes— even though others are so far over- 
dramatized as to exceed the bounds of calculated distortion 
and to become sqlf;parodies. But we do not easily f 01 get 
McTeague in his Dental Parlors, the fight at the beach be- 
tween McTeague and Marcus Schouler, the wedding of 
McTeague and Trina, the evening at the vaudeville, Mc- 
Teague’s weird and brutal murder of Trina, nor, melodra- 
matic as it is, the final death struggle between McTeague 
■and Marcus. Norris had. for social behavior when 
he chose to use it— although his ov^F comments on human 
manners are likely to be banal (“no people have a keener 
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eye for the amenities than those whose social position is not 
assured”). He often gets off passages of quiet and effective 
factual observation: 

Then Trina and the dentist were married. The guests 
stood in constrained attitudes, looking furtively out of the 
corners of their eyes. Mr. Sieppe never moved a muscle; 
Mrs. Sieppe cried into her handkerchief all the time. At 
the melodeon Selina played '“Call Me Thine Own,” very 
softly, the tremulo stop pulled out. She looked over her 
shoulder from time to time. Between the pauses of the 
music one could hear the low tones of the minister, the 
responses of the participants, and the suppressed sounds 
of Mrs. Sieppe’s weeping. Outside the noises of the street 
rose to the windows in muffled undertones, a cable car 
rumbled past, a newsboy went by chanting the evening 
papers; from somewhere in the building itself came a per- 
sistent noise of sawing. 

Trina and McTeague knelt The dentist’s knees thud- 
ded on the floor and he presented to view the soles of 
his shoes, painfully new and unworn, the leather still yel- 
low, the brass nail heads still glittering. Trina sank at his 
side very gracefully, setting her dress and train with a 
little gesture of hei hand. 

Having come to know McTeague and Trina in the circum- 
stances of their ordinary lives, we are able to feel for them 
as their story un^ol^s. Thus they have an existence apart 
from the puppetsltt^ become as the pressure of their Fate, 
in the latfer parts of the book, hurries them on to their an- 
nihilation, 

TJhiese scenes are more successful in telling us a^put the 
characters" than are Norris’s theoretical devices. One of 
thdse latter is the trick of giving everyone a sort of Dar- 
winian double existence, so that on the surface people are 
domesticated and conventionahzed, whereas underneath 
they are carnivorous beasts. In the naturalistic novel the 
beast shows through the human exterior as in the older fic- 
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tion the devil did; the modern Mephislopheles is a were- 
wolf or, more likely, an apeman. There is a rampant animal 
Imagery in McTeague^ and often it occurs where people 
are being metaphoiically hustled up and down the evolu- 
tionary ladder, between the animal and the human levels. 
There is a memorable moment m the book w^hen, before she 
is married to McTeague, Trina reclines prettily in the den- 
tist's chair. She is under ether, and McTeague’s emotions 
are described thus: 

Suddenly the animal in the man stirred and woke; the 
evil instincts that in him were so close the surface 
leaped to life, shouting and clamoring. 

It was a crisis— a crisis that had ansen all in an instant; 
a ciisis for which he was totally unprepared. Blindly, and 
without knowing why, McTeague fought against it, 
moved by an unreasoned instinct of resistance. Within 
him, a certain second self, another better McTeague rose 
with the brute; both weie strong, with the huge crude 
stiength of the man himself. The two were at grapples. 
There in that cheap and shabby "'Dental Parlor” a 
dreaded struggle began. It was the old battle, old as the 
world, wide as the world— the sudden panther leap of the 
animal, lips drawn, fangs aflash, hideous, monstrous, not 
to be resisted, and the simultaneous arousing of the other 
man, the better self that cries, "Down, down,” without 
knowing why; that grips the monster; that fights to stran- 
gle it, to thrust it down and back. 

To quote from the several passages of this sort is really un- 
fair, because they tend to be rather trashy expressions of 
what, taking the book as a whole, is a satisfactory poetic 
metaphor. But it is certainly not much of a device of char- 
acterization. Nor are the pseudo-Homeric epithets Norris 
. attaches to his people, repeating over and over again that 
Trina's hair is "moist” and "regal,” that her ear lobes are 
"anemic” (though she herself does not seem to be), or 
that McTeague has "the hands of the old car boy” (the 
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boy, that is, who pushes cars in mine tunnels, as McTeague 
had done before learning dentistry). There is little attempt 
to characteiize lesser figuies like Zerkow, the junk man, and 
Maria Macapa, the demented Mexican woman whom 
Zerkow marries in the hope of finding a solid gold table 
service she crazily remembers as having been once in her 
family's possession Zeikow and Maria aie only slightly less 
absurd than the pathetic Dickensian comic lovers, Miss 
Baker and Old Giannis. 

Over against the scenic leahsm and the character|?:at|p|i 
of the main figuies, however, there is a^poweiful tendency 
towards abstraction. In McTeague the circuit of hfe be- 
tween the real and the ideal often ceases to operate and the 
two fly wildly asunder. One leason for the abstractness that 
makes so notable a part of the book is that McTeague him- 
self is semilegendary^Ave should have to change our feeling 
about him if his natfne were Joe McTeague, say, mstead of 
apparently just plain McTeague. He is of the confraternity 
of the blond beast, the *'Nietzschean” or ‘‘Darwinian" Adam, 
so much admired by Norris and Jack London. In this respect 
McTeague is the spiritual father of mass-media heroes 
Iilce'ES'^ar Rice Burroughs's Tarzan, Also we feel blowing 
through the novel the cold ideology of the era of Herbert 
Spencer, as when Norris poetically exclaims of McTeague 
and Trina that “chance had brought them face to face, and 
mysterious instincts as ungovernable as the winds of heaven 
were at work knitting their lives together." 

And we come to see that Norris is moved most deeply 
(this is more obvious in The Octopus than in McTeague) 
not by people and their daily tragedies and adventures but 
by abstiactions, by Forces, Environments, Accidents, and 
Influences. 

Like almost every other interesting American naturalistic 
novel one might name, from the works of Norris himself to 
those of Faulkner, McTeague succeeds because thp autljjic: 
is able to write instinctiyely,„Q,ttf Pf natural genius and 
with his consiclerable grasp of ordinary novelistic proce- 
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dures. When he obtrudes his pet ideas and prejudices, his 
wilting begins to be meietucious. The effects are forced, 
and the language sounds faked. The strong parts of Me- 
Teagtte aie the dramatic scenes and the central fable of 
degeneicition, melodramatic as this is. There is also a kind 
of crude but effective poetiy that lends its sombei color to 
The whole. The concluding hnes of McTeagiie aie m Norris's 
chaiacteristic convention of lomance, with its broadly effec- 
tive symbolism of fate (the handcuffs) and of greed (the 
canaiy that McTeague has absmdly carried in its gold cage, 
even in the extremity of his flight into Death Valley) : 

Suddenly the men grappled, and in another instant 
were rolling and struggling upon the hot white ground. 
McTeague thrust Marcus backward until he tripped 
and fell over the body of the dead mule. The little bird 
cage bioke from the saddle with the violence of their fall, 
and rolled out upon the ground, the flour bags slipping 
from it. McTeague tore the revolver from Marcus' grip 
and struck out with it blindly. Clouds of alkali dust, fine 
and pungent, enveloped the two fighting men, all but 
sti angling them. 

McTeague did not know how he killed his enemy, but 
all at once Marcus grew still beneath his blows. Then 
there was a sudden last leturn of energy. McTeague's 
right wrist was caught, something locked upon it, then 
the struggling body fell limp and motionless with a long 
breath. 

As McTeague rose to his feet, he felt a pull at his right 
wrist, something held it fast. Looking down, he saw that 
Marcus in that last struggle had found strength to hand- 
cuff their wrists together. Marcus was dead now; Mc- 
Teagiie was locked to the body. All about him, vast, in- 
teiminable, sti etched the measureless leagues of Death 
Valley. 

McTeague remained stupidly looking around him, now 
at the distant horizon, now at the ground, now at the half- 
dead canaiy chittering feebly in its gilt prison. 
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The Octopus 

Published in 1901, The Octopus was the first volume of a 
projected trilogy to be called The Epic of the Wheat, Norris 
later published a pale sequel called The Fit but did not live 
to write The Wolf, which was to have been the third of the 
series. The trilogy was planned on a grandiose scale. The 
first novel is subtitled “A Story of California” and concerns 
^'production”, the second is "A Story of Chicago” and con- 
cerns "distribution”; the third was to be called "A Stoiy of 
Europe” and was to concern "consumption.” The octopus 
is the railroad, which had so profoundly reorganized the 
West in the latter part of the last centuiy. The action of 
the book has to do with the struggle between a group of 
wheat ranchers and the rapacious railroad interests and 
chronicles the inevitable victory of the railroad. 

There are so many |)epple in the book,,that it may be 
well simply to describe some of them in turn. There is 
Magnus Derrick, an upright man on the large scale, as his 
name suggests. Now a wheat farmer, he had been a poli- 
tician and a miner. He is a gentlemanly American of the 
old school, he is forensic, Roman, dignified, honest, and his 
hero is Calhoun. Norris describes his gradual corruption, 
telling us how he finally consents to enter into a scheme 
to bribe the commissioners who determine the railway rates, 
and in Magnus Denick's moial anguish and shame, we see 
the failure and decline of an older America, very much as we 
do in similar characters in the Nebraska novels of Willa 
Gather. 

Then we have Demck s wife, Anmej, she is an easterner, 
and therefore eifete. She rea^E^ Pater and poetry and 
recoils from western manners. She is frightened by the mere 
vast fecundity of the limitless wheat fields. Nqrris clearly 
dishes her because of her refinement. The Derricks have 
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two sons. Lyman, who moves to San Francisco, and Harran, 
who lemains faithful to his father. The city (even San 
Francisco) is the abode of evil and decay, like the East, in 
Norris s Populist mythology, and so Lyman quickly be- 
comes coirupt. He is a member of the commission, and 
being coveitly in the pay of the raihoad, betrays the wheat 
ranchers Haiian, although he fights **the interests” along 
with his fathei, is more up-to-date; he takes to bribing and 
suborning as the way of the world. 

The most appealing chaiactei m the novel, and the only 
one who is developed novelistically, so that we undei stand 
the inner strains of the man and can carefully watch the 
changes that take place m him, is another rancher named 
Annixter. He is a brilliant, iiri table man with chionic indi- 
gestion who eats piunes all day and is reading David 
Copperfield throughout The Octopus. He is a maverick, a 
cynic, and has a raw, distiustful contempt for human 
beings. He is a strong woman-hater but is finally brought 
out of his misanthiopy by his love for Hilma Treo, a kind 
of Eternal Woman or Goddess of the Wheat who works in 
Annixter s daily. Through his love for hei he is newly made 
a member of the human race, before being killed in an 
encounter with the marshal and the raihoad agents. The 
story of Annixter and Hilma Tree departs fiom the canons 
of naturalism-according to which any character involved 
in life must degenerate in a straight line of descent and 
defeat. A tragic note is struck in his humamzation and 
subsequent deatK ^n^hls fs implied to be a kind of 
tiiuimph, lather than just another bleak and meaningless 
episode in the spectacle of human fate, which is the usual 
impression Norris leaves about the meaning of individual 
lives. 

Among the,, villains of the piece there is Genslinger,. the 
venal editor of the local paper; he is in the pay of the 
ubiquitous railroad, and he blackmails and then double- 
crosses Magnus Derrick. The s|£|r. villain, however, is S. 
Behrman, a caricature of the capitalist. He seems obviously 
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to be a Jew, although this is never said to be so. He is the 
local bankei and geneial agent of the railroad and finally 
becomes the owner of Magnus Derrick’s ten-thousand-acre 
ranch. He meets a spectacular end when he is buried alive 
by the wheat in the hold of a ship. 

Among the other minor chaiacters there is Dyke, the 
well-meaning train engineer and now small-time farmer 
who IS hounded and ruined by S. Behrman. There is 
Caraher, jthe Irish saloon keeper, an anarchist of bomb- 
throwing tendencies, and the only character in the book 
who has any meaningful political ideas at all, with the ex- 
ception of the "archaic Cajhayp conservatism of Magnus 
Derrick. Then there is Vanamee, a character on' whom the 
author seems to bank rather heavily as a representative of 
the mysterious and occult branches of experience. A kind of 
Ishmael, a wandering shepherd and range rider, Vanamee 
is a mysbc who resembles, as Noiris keeps saying, “the 
younger Hebrew prophets." Vanamee's life has been 
blighted by the fate of Ang^le Varian, a girl he had been 
in love with but who had been raped and had died. He 
has discovered that by pressing his hands to his temples 
and concentrating he can turn people into automata and 
call them to him, which he frequently does. Vanamee 
spends his agonized nights trying to call back the spirit of 
AngMe. He finally finds peace of mind in the Christian- 
pagan message that may be derived from the book— namely 
that death, injustice, and suffering are redeemed and rec- 
ompensed in the eternal rebirth of Life, symbolized the 
cycle of the wheat ^ 

But much the most portentous character in The Octopus 
is Presley, who is in an odd way one side of Norris himself 
and who acts fitfully as the book’s center of intelligence* 
Presley is rather abstractly conceived as a poet and an in- 
tellectual. In keeping with the cliches of lowbrow litera- 
ture, which The Octopus is, he is presented as the poet, the 
intellectual. It seems clear that in the figure of Presley, 
Norris Is shriving himself of one aspect of his own person- 
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ality—for he too was a poet and intellectual or might have 
been had he not escaped the early influences of his educa- 
tion in France and at Harvard. 

Trained in an eastern university, Presley has come West 
to write a great poem on the romance of the frontier 
‘Vhere,” as he says, new race, a new people—hardy, 
brave, passionate— were building an empire; where the 
tumultuous life ran hke fire from dawn to dark and from 
dark to dawn again, pnmitive, brutal, honest, and without 
fear.*" Presley, as we see, has the makings of an epic poet 
of the West. Yet there is an inner uncertainty in the man, 
which grows worse as he stays on in California and watches 
the struggle between railroad and rancher. Searching for 
the “true Romance,” as he calls it, he finds only the sordid 
machinations of the railroad. Believing himself to belong 
with "the People** he nevertheless tends to find them rather 
repulsive as individuals. And so we find Presley saying to 
himself "the romance, the real romance, is here somewhere, 
ril get hold of it yet.” Presley seems finally on the verge of 
a great poetic vision, however, when he exclaims to 
Vanamee: “The great poem of the West. It is that which 
I want to write. Oh, to put it all into hexameters; strike the 
great iron note; sing the vast ternble song; the song of the 
People; the forerunners of empire!” "Vanamee,** Norris 
adds, “understood him perfectly**— which seems to prove 
that Vanamee is a man of supreme intelligence, Presley 
finally begins to wiite his projected epic, “Song of the 
West,” Vanamee finds it great, but Mrs. Derrick, who reads 
“the little toy magazines, full of the flaccid banalities of the 
‘Minor Poets’** says that it “is not literature**— to which 
Presley replies ‘lietween his teeth** that he thanks God it is 
not. The epic does not work out however, and in the end 
Presley becomes a famous writer only because of a “Social- 
istic poem” he has written called “The Toilers.” But Presley 
is destined to discover that literature is unsatisfactory; he 
abandons his writing and becomes an anarchist, declaring 
to the saloon keeper Caraher, “By God, I too’, I’m a Red!” 
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He then throws a bomb at S. Behrman, but, like a true 
intellectual, he misses. 

Norris thus makes out of Presley a prototype of a whole 
series of "mtellectuals” and “poets” who are imagined in 
modern liberal idealism to have given up literature for 
political action or for a closer contact with reality, because 
of their sense of social mjustice and their perception of the 
impotence of liteiature to afiFect the reahty into which they 
try to hurl themselves. Presley seems, however, to be 
operating in a vacuum, for he never has any real involve- 
ment with or knowledge of either literature or politics. Per- 
haps we may call Presley a subintellectual, as his fnend 
Vanamee is a submystic. This is nothing against them— the 
only point being that Norns takes each of them for the 
genuine article. 

iUthough Vanamee finds a religious significance in the 
life cycle of the wheat, Norris himself derives a different 
lesson and the book concludes with a declaration of the 
**naturalist creed: 

Men— motes in the sunshine— perished, were shot down 
in the very noon of hfe, hearts were bioken, little chil- 
dren staited in life lamentably handicapped; young 
girls were brought ‘to a life of shame; old women died 
... for lack of food. In the little, isolated group of 
human insects, misery, death, and anguish spun like a 
wheel of fire. 

But the WHEAT remained. Untouched, unassailable, 
undefiled, that mighty world-force, that nourisher of na- 
tions, wrapped in Nirvanic calm, indifferent to the human 
swarm, gigantic, resistless . . . 

The larger view always and through all shams, all 
wickednesses, discovers the Truth that will, in the end, 
prevail, and all things, surely, inevitably, resistlessly 
work together for good. 

It is possible to suppose momentarily that Norris is present- 
ing something like Henry Adams s symbolic Viigin and 
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Dynamo. The Wheat, that is, might be the benignant 
nounshing force which in the end overcomes the inhuman 
and destiuctive foice symbolized by the railroad. But m 
Norris s mind theie is no dilfeientiation of forces, there is 
only Foice, and although The Octopus seems to be a 
liberal diatribe against capitalist reaction, the railroad and 
every injustice it bungs with it, down to the last fore- 
closure on the most miseiable propeity, are finally said to 
be as exempt from moral evaluation as the wheat itself. 
Both are irresistible manifestations of the “world-force.” 
This inationalism comes into play, however, only when 
Norris is trying to make ultimate foimulations or when he 
bleaks over into his particulai kind of impassioned poetic 
insight (the same may be said of other naturalistic writers, 
particulai ly Norris’s fellow Californians Jack London and 
Robinson Jeffers). 

Theie is thus all through his work a tension between 
Norris the liberal humanist and aident democrat and Norris 
the protofascist, complete with a racist view of Anglo- 
Saxon supremacy, a myth of the superman, and a porten- 
tous nihilism (some of Norris’s anti-intellectual and reac- 
tionary views seem to have been derived from reading 
Kipling and fiom misreading Nietzsche, as well as from 
nativist sources). By way of contrast one might recall the 
more sympathetic view of Melville who shares Norris’s love 
of the sheer poetry of power and death. At the end of 
The Octopus we are left to contemplate an irresistible force 
which supposedly works for “good”'~but for the good of 
whom or what? is it the “human swarm”?— whereas in 
Moby-Dick we are left with Ishmael on the coffin-lifebuoy, 
^ man in his plight as an individual. 


Norris Historically Viewed 

What we usually have, then, in the novels of Norris (and 
this would apply to Zola as well) is the chronicle of the 
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degeneration of characters under the pressure of heredity 
and environment, the tone of the story varying from straight 
novelistic realism to melodrama, epic, and grotesque 
comedy. Norris makes of his naturalism, even though it 
may seem to be merely a ruthless realism, a means of re- 
stormg to the novel some of the dramatic actions, mysteries, 
colorful events, and extreme situations, along with the 
mythic and symbolic motives, that used to be brought into 
the novel under other auspices. He does not, in other words, 
abandon the romance or romance-novel, he merely re- 
creates it and reconstitutes it on new grounds. 

DiflFerent as he was m temperament and background 
from the older American romancers, and limited though 
his genius was, Norris continued m certain respects the 
tradition of Brockden Brown, Hawthorne, and Melville, a 
process that was inherent m his attempt to adapt the 
practice of Zola to Amencan conditions. Historians have 
often observed how easily in many people's minds Calvin- 
ism modified itself during the nineteenth century into the 
philosophical determinism that stood behind the naturalis- 
tic movement in fiction. The ‘'dark necessity” that rules 
Hawthorne’s ChiUmgworth and Melville’s Ahab differs from 
that which rules Norris’s McTeague, because Hawthorne 
and Melville understand fate as being an inner or psychic 
predisposition. The rum of the hero, or hero-villam as he 
often is, comes about as a result of the clash between bis 
will and the adamant circumstances he finds himself in. 
Naturalistic doctrine, on the other hand, assumes that fate 
is something imposed on the individual from the outside. 
The protagonist of a naturalistic novel is therefore at the 
mercy of circumstances rather than of himself, indeed he 
often seems to have no self. Psychologically he is a simpli- 
fied character compared even with the aiieady simphfied 
characters in the older romances, although by way of com- 
pensation his life is more richly endowed with concrete de- 
tail than is theirs. Nevertheless the sense of the dark neces- 
sity that controls human actions is vividly caught by both 
the naturalists and the older romancers. And despite the 
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shifting of the spotlight from the inner mind to the outer 
woild, it is often caught by the same piocedures. Nonis, 
for example, shares with the older wnters a melodramatic 
extravagance, a tendency towaids a stifiF and abstract con- 
ventionalism of plot, a tendency toward the tone if not the 
actual method of allegoiy, and an interest in symbols (cf. 
the gold symbolism in McTeague) , 

To be sure, much had happened to the American novelist 
since the time of Cooper, Hawthorne, and Melville. What 
had happened can be suggested by the words realism and 
anti-intellectuahsm. The realism which was introduced into 
the older lomance-novels only spoiadically became after 
the Civil War the piimary prerequisite of the serious novel, 
whether as practiced by James, Howells, Mark Twain, 
Stephen Crane, or Norris. With the advent of these wnters 
an era began which has not yet been supeiseded, and per- 
haps never will be— an era in which all the imaginative 
dimensions of the novel begin on the operational base of 
realism. Histoiically involved with this realism, although not 
logically necessitated by it, is the anti- or non-intellectuahsm 
shown by most of the important modern novelists except 
those who belong to the school of James and Howells. The 
older writers, from Brown and Cooper to Melville, thought 
of themselves, not perhaps as "intellectuals” in any of the 
modern senses of this tenn, but at least as writeis a part 
of whose task it was to have a commerce with the life of 
ideas and with certain traditional values. Norris is a classic 
case of the modern lowbrow novelist, sometliing of an in- 
tellectual himself to be sure, and yet a lowbrow because 
of his native temperament and conviction— but also because, 
let us not fail to add, lowbrowism is one of the most success- 
ful literary poses in modern America. 

Compared with Cooper and Melville, nurtured as they 
were on a fairly complex Anglo-American culture, Frank 
Norns is a semibarbarian out of the new West, And yet 
nothing so confirms one^s belief in the existence of an 
American tradition of the romance-novel as the fact that 
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Norns’s background and upbringing furnish him with an 
imagination which is so similar to that derived from quite 
different sources by the older writers. Take, for example, 
two of the leading imaginative ideas of Melville: first, the 
golden age with its simple life of innocence and genial emo- 
tions, which he generically calls "Typee”; and, second, his 
idea of Evil, the ‘‘great power of blackness” which, as we 
have noted in an earlier chapter, he finds in Hawthorne’s 
tales and which he thinks “derives its force from its ap- 
peals to that Calvinistic sense of Innate Depravity and 
Original Sin, from whose visitations, in some shape or other, 
no deeply thinking mind is always and wholly free.” To a 
considerable extent Melville consciously derives these two 
leading ideas from literary and intellectual tradition, how- 
ever native they may have been to the demands of his 
temperament. 

One finds new versions of Melville’s ideas in the novels 
of Frank Norris. But they have been derived not so much 
from reflection and reading as from Norris’s instinctivB 
imagmative sympathy with the doctrines of American 
Populism, the movement of agrarian protest and revolt 
which was in its heyday when Norris was forming his ideas 
in the i88o’s and 1890’s. The importance of Populist doc- 
trine in understanding the art of Frank Norris is suggested 
by his own remark, cited above, that romance derives from 
the “People.” 

It was not realty the plain facts and concrete injustices 
behind the Populist protest that appealed to Norris. Rather, 
it was what Richard Hofstadter calls (in The Age of 
Reform) “the folklore of Populism.” For our purposes, this 
folklore may be understood as having two origins. First, 
there is what Mr. Hofstadter calls the “agrarian myth” that 
ever since the time of Jefferson has haunted the mind, not 
of the vast commercialized middle class or perhaps after 
the earliest times the farmers either, but of reformers and 
intellectuals. This “myth” involves the idea of a pastoral 
golden age— a time of plain living, independence, self- 
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sufficiency and closeness to the soil— an idea which has been 
celebrated in various ways by innumerable American writ- 
ers. Second, there is the mythology of Calvinism which 
especially m the rural West and South has always infused 
Protestantism, even the non-Calvinist sects, with its particu- 
lar kind of Manichaean demonology. 

If, as we have been saying in this book, American fiction 
has traditionally enhanced realism with nostalgic idyl and 
with melodrama, it is evidently akin in its imagination to 
“the folklore of Populism,” which has always done the same. 
This IS pointed up sharply when we perceive how close 
a writer like Norris actually is to Populism— not, it must be 
re-emphasized, to its genuinely liberal or its genuinely real- 
istic reformist program but to its vaunting, mythic ideology 
(an ideology often reactionary in its political implication). 
In Norris's McTeague and The Octopus one finds this 
ideology more or less exactly represented; one finds what 
Mr. Hofstadter calls “the idea of a golden age. . . . the 
dualistic version of social struggles, the conspiracy theory 
of history; and the doctrine of the primacy of money.” 

McTeague is not literally an agrarian hero, yet he does 
come out of a simple rural America, and he is corrupted 
and defeated by the customs and laws of the evil city. The 
fact that nature is thoroughly Darwinized in Norris’s 
imagination and that McTeague, though appealing in his 
masculine simplicity, is not far above the brute, does not 
quite conceal the underlying myth of Adam and the fall 
from Eden that makes McTeague a sort of brutalized Billy 
Budd. The dualistic version of social struggles is apparent 
in McTeague, though not nearly so strongly dramatized as 
it is in The Octopus In both books the social question is 
conceived as a clear-cut, black-and-white war between the 
grasping capitalist and the plain American, And although 
Norris does not campaign for silver, he accepts the idea of 
the primacy of money. Gold is shown, especially in Mc- 
Teague, to be as fertile a source of evil and misery as the 
devil himself and its sinister powers are melodramatized 
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\\ ith an exaggerated symbolism. In The Octopus we find a 
full use of the conspiracy theory of history— the theory that 
all would be well with American life if only it were not for 
the machinations of the money power— the bankers, the 
railroad magnates, and their panoply of vena! journalists 
and lawyers, suborned marshals, and hired assassins. 

I’he main difference between the folklore of Populism 
and the imagination of Frank Norns is that naturalist doc- 
trine has given him an underlying pessimism about nature 
itself and man s place in it. Norris appears to accept what 
Mr. Hofstadter calls ''the concept of natural harmonies,” a 
utopian faith m the natural order and m the virtue of mans 
hving in harmony with it, but this view of things always 
has to contend in Noms s mind with a radically pessimistic 
view. As with most American naturalistic novehsts, the pes- 
simism wins out in the end, but in doing so it seems to take 
over from the idyl of nature some of its poetic, utopian 
quality, so that what we have is not hardheaded Darwin- 
ism but romantic nihilism, the final imphcation of which is 
that death itself is utopia 

Norris’s romance-novels succeeded in reclaiming for 
American fiction an imaginative profundity that the age of 
Howells was leaving out— a fact which Norris’s crudity and 
passages of bad wnting cannot conceal. McTeague intro- 
duced to the novel a new animal vitality and a new subject 
matter drawn from lower-class life. From a moral and in- 
tellectual point of view. The Octopus has to be called a sort 
of subnovel. Yet no sympathetic reader can forget its 
enormous panoramic power. The book has, as D. H. Law- 
rence says, a brooding, primitive tone, an astonishing sense 
of a world instinct with sinister forces, that remind one of 
Cooper’s The Prairie, 

In view of their imaginative achievement one does not 
worry too much, in reading Norris’s books, about their 
sentence-to-sentence faults of syntax and language, al- 
though like Dreiser, Norris ivas unable to tell whether the 
English he himself wrote was good or bad. McTeague and 



THE AMERICAN NOVEL AND ITS TRADITION 


The Octopus prove again that it is possible to master cer- 
tain fundamental aspects of the art of prose fiction despite 
the imperfection of the language in which the feat is 
achieved. One does not destroy either Norris or Dreiser by 
pointing out their bad grammar and their false rhetonc. On 
tlie other hand neither can you write a very great novel un- 
l ess you are master of youFTa ngiiage^ a^lffawthdme^ 

\ ^le, M ark Twain, James , andT^aul^er are masters. And 
then Jigain you may be the perfect master of your language 
without being^”gr<Stma^fortEe aft of the novel; Hent 
fagwa^Cinjex^ple. 

Many later writers, the two greatest being Dreiser and 
Faulkner, have shown that naturalism remains a usable 
technique. Dreiser performed the considerable service of 
adapting the colorful poetry of Norris to the more exacting 
tasks imposed upon the social novelist— very much as James 
jassimilated Hawthorne’s imagination of romance into his 
novels. Faulkner, a more universal genius than Dreiser and 
less specifically deriving from Norris, allies the naturalistic 
procedures with certain of the classic motives of fiction. 
But it is in Norris that we see the glories and perils of 
naturalism in their sheerest form. 
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Chapter X 

FAULKNER— THE 
GREAT YEARS 


Ai^though Faulkner has written fine things in the last 
twenty years, his best period was that between 1929 and 
1932, when he wrote The Sound and the Fury, As 1 Lay 
Vying, Sanctuary, and Light in August. These are among 
the fine novels of the twentieth century. 

There will always be a certain class of readers who dis- 
miss Faulkner as an irresponsible sensationalist, a sadist, a 
muddled thinker, a charlatan, a man who never mastered 
English, and so on. There have always been readers who 
felt the same way about Dostoevski. Faulkner is not in a 
class with Dostoevski, but he is an authentic genius, andi 
after James one of the two or three greatest of American 
novelists. One may note also that he is by instinct and 
practice a nooeUst, a master (if sometimes an unndy one) 
of the large concerted novehstic effect. He is also a great 
fabulist and writer of tales or short stories, but it is in the 
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general tradition of the naturalistic novel that he flourishes 
best. 

For present purposes Sanctuary may be dismissed with 
a brief note (but see Appendix I). It is a biilliant taur de 
force 9 combining the abstract intellectual swiftness of melo- 
drama, the mechanically emblematic morahsm of allegory, 
and the realistic detail and evocation of fate one associates 
with naturalism. This combination of elements lends plausi- 
bility to Malraux*s comparison of Sanctuary with the Greeh 
drama. Faulkner’s novel offers, also, passages of humor that 
give it a place among the modern novels of grotesque 
comedy as practiced in their various ways by Conrad, 
Kafka, Nathanael West, and others who have brought to 
the older comic tradition of Dickens and Dostoevski a mod- 
ern or “existentialist” tone. But for all its brilliance, there is 
a certain amount of fakery m Sanctuary, as in all tours de 
force, which is happily not present in Faulkner’s best work. 

The Sound and the Fury (1929) is Faulkner’s master- 
piece, As I Lay Dying (1930) is the simplest and most 
unified of his longer fictions and has certain fine successes 
of language. Light in August (1932) contains in larger pro- 
fusion than do any of his other books the essentia! elements, 
good and bad, of the author’s genius. It may be profitable 
to consider these novels out of their chronological sequence, 
so that they illustrate different stages of the difficult art of 
the novel From this point of view we might think of As I 
Lay Dying, despite its apparently elaborate technique, as a 
relatively simple and limited form, really an extended tale. 
Light in August is more ambitious and is a classic example 
of what is meant by speaking of an American novel as dis- 
tinguished from a European one. The Sound and the Fury 
is one of the few American novels that rise to a truly tragic 
art, bringing the possibilities of the novel form to their ful 
fillment. 
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As I Lay Dying 

Faulkners story of the Bundren family is a short comio 
novel which reminds one a good deal of folk tale and fable^ 
With a few superficial changes the author might have used 
the convention of a humorous nairator who would spin the 
whole episodic, richly colloquial tale m his own voice, 
Faulkner’s trick of making each character speak in turn has 
been called the * multiple point of view.” But a multiple 
point of view, if it is multiple enough, of necessity becomes 
simply the point of view of the omniscient author, and it is 
hard to see that outside of one or two of the sections de- 
voted to the intiospective, analytical Dari much has been 
gained by Faulkner’s elaborate procedure. On the other 
hand not much has been lost, and once the reader is pre- 
pared to accept or ignore the few surrealistic excesses of 
image and language, there is little to disconcert him and 
much to excite his admiration. (By surrealistic excesses I 
mean such attempts at “art” as making one of the char- 
acters repeat, “My mother is a fish.” Faulkner has always 
had a weakness for this kind of sophistication, with its sug- 
gestion of recondite symbolism.) 

If the story is a fable as well as a comic tall tale, it must 
have a mOial, and indeed the hazardous and hair-raising 
journey of the Bundrens in order to bury the mother of the 
family in the cemetery at Jefferson as they had promised 
her they would seems to give the tale the moral solemnity 
of a religious ritual. It makes us think of the myths of burial 
and the sacredness of the dead. But the ritual feeling, we 
note, is not hieratic or theological or even tiagic. It is tinged 
with comedy as in Mark Twain, Melville, and Faulkner 
ritual feeling usually is. 

As t Lay Dying, then, is a comic fable about piety to- 
wards the dead and the sacredness of piomises to the dead. 
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a view of the significance of tlie story which is not nulli- 
fied by the desire of the Bundiens to lay the mother’s ghost 
and have done with the powerful will and assertive mmd 
the family has had to put up with all these years— the only 
such temperament among the Bundrens. Nor is the moral of 
the tale destroyed, as many leaders too easily conclude, by 
the fact that the characters have other sorts of mixed mo- 
tives for going to Jefferson— Anse, the father of the family, 
needs a new set of false teeth, not to mention a new wife. 
But it is human to have mixed motives and a novelist’s mis- 
take not to show them that way. Pei haps the book is also 
a fable, as I suggested in an earlier chapter, showing the 
peculiar precariousness with which Americans meet a com- 
mon obligation through momentarily concerted action. At 
any rate Europeans sometimes see in As I Lay Dying an 
example of the unstable moral intensity which drives 
Americans on rare occasions to a grotesque, Quixotic gal- 
lantry. 

These large significances are present and to be ac- 
counted for. Even so they remain a kind of shadowy super- 
structure to the only moral Faulkner, through the voice of 
Addie Bundren (the mother), overtly insists on. Faulkner 
preaches the act over the word, the concrete over the ab- 
stract Addle, as she explains herself, had been unreason- 
ing, willful, passionate, vital, realistic, the creed she adheres 
to in short is a Mississippi hill-country version of the 
activist creed of American writers from Emerson and Wil- 
liam James to Stephen Crane and Hemingway.* There is 
no doubt either that her irrational activism is meant to im- 
press us as being more genuinely religious and profound 
than doctrinal religion, which in the persons of the Rever- 
end Whitfield and Cora Tull is shown to be self-righteous 
and hypocritical. Furthermore the fact that the family is 
acting in common seems more important than their reasons 

^ The language of this passage, which makes relations among 
'*blood/' consciousness, and individuality, suggests that Faulkner 
has been impressed by D. H. Lawrence. 
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for doing so. Addie’s soliloquy (beginning on p. 461 of the 
Modern Libraiy Edition) is the moral center of the book 
and its essence is m these words. 

And so when Cora Tull would tell me I was not a true 
mother, I would think how words go stiaight up in a thin 
line, quick and harmless; and how terribly doing goes 
along the earth, clinging to it, so that after a while the 
two hnes are too far apart for the same person to straddle 
from one to the other, and that sin and love and fear are 
just sounds that people who never sinned nor loved nor 
feared have for what they never had and cannot have 
until they forget the words. 

As m Huckleberry Finn, Moby-Dick, and “Song of the 
Open Road,” we find in As I Lay Dying the theme of the 
strenuous journey and the quest that gives it meaning. The 
quest involves the search for identity, and Dari being the 
intellectual of the family— rustic and waif though he is— re- 
flects this. It involves the disco veiy of kinship, of one’s com- 
mon humanity, and this is best illustrated, if only in muted 
tones, by the newly released compassion and genial emo- 
tions of the hitheito iigidly secietive Cash. Above aU it in- 
volves the rediscovery of the self by breaking out of the 
circle of selfhood. As Addie says, remembenng her marriage 
and the birth of her first child: “My aloneness had been 
violated and then made whole again by the violation: time, 
Anse, love, what you will, outside the circle.” This century- 
old theme of American hteiature was to be used more fully, 
though perhaps with less concentrated effectiveness, in 
Light in August, It also appears in The Sound and the Fury, 
It would be tiresome to try to analyze the style of As I 
Lay Dying. At its best the language is the purest and most 
beautiful in Faulknei. It is almost as good as that in Huckle- 
berry Finn, which it so much resembles. As in Huckle- 
betry Finn the modulations fiom vernacular to high literary 
language are what count most. A passage near the end, 
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wheie Cash is remembering that Dari has had to be put in 
the asylum, is as good as any 

And then I see that the giip she was carrying was one 
of them little graphophones It was for a fact, all shut 
up as pietty as a picture, and eveiy time a new record 
would come from the mail order and us sitting in the 
house in the winter, listening to it, I would think what a 
shame Dail couldn’t be to enjoy it too. But it is better 
so for him. This woild is not his world, this life his life. 


Light in August 

There could hardly be a more characteiistically American 
novel than Light tn Augt/si— with its lealism; its loose struc- 
ture; its few characters who though vividly presented are 
never quite convincingly related to each other, its tendency 
to become a romance by taking on a legendary quality 
and by alternating violent melodramatic actions with comic 
interludes and scenes of pastoral idyl, its concern with the 
isolated self; its awareness of contradictions, racial and 
other; its symbolism of light and dark. Generally speaking, 
Light in August is in these respects akin to books apparently 
as diverse as The Prmrie^ The House of the Seven Gables, 
Moby-Dicky The Grandissimes, and Huckleberry Finn, not 
to mention Uncle Toms Cabin and many others, including 
such novels of more recent vintage as Robert Penn Warren s 
Night Rider and Ralph Ellison s The Invisible Man, 

In Light in August things are perceived in space rather 
than temporally as they are in The Sound and the Fury, 
Except for the Reverend Hightower, one of Faulkner s char- 
acters who are ruined by time, no one is particularly aware 
of time, and the surviving, enduring character, Lena Grove, 
lives in a timeless realm which seems to be at once eter- 
nity and the present moment. The Mississippi landscape 
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spreads out before us and the faculty of vision becomes 
very important as we are shown the town of Jefferson, the 
houses of Hightower and Miss Burden, or the smoke on the 
horizon as Miss Burden’s house bums. There is much use 
of the painter s art (even the sculptors, as when Faulkner 
makes a wagon slowly passing through the countryside 
look like part of a frieze, or a seated person— Lena Grove or 
Hightower— resemble a statue). The art style is not cubist 
or otherwise modernist as it sometimes is in Faulkner s writ- 
ing (Pylon, for example); it is serene, harmonious, and al- 
ways aware, even in the midst of dark and violent actions, 
of a luminousness and spatial harmony that suggest an 
eternal order. 

A simple and somewhat disconnected story emerges from 
the "'abundance of lepresentation,” which, as Irving Howe 
correctly says, constitutes the splendor of Light in August, 
Lena Grove, a poor and ignorant farm girl from Alabama, 
painfully wends her way into northern Mississippi in pur- 
suit of Lucas Burch, with whose child she is pregnant. 
Hearing that her ne’er-do-well lover has got a 30b at a saw- 
mill near Jefferson, she goes there and finds Byron Bunch 
and Joe Christmas. But Burch has left; as the story goes on, 
Lena has her child and at the end is still on the road, an 
example apparently of perpetual motion. Now she is ac- 
companied not by Burch but by Bunch; which one ac- 
companies her she seems to regard as a matter of indif- 
ference, 

Meanwhile in a long and exhaustive flash-back we are 
told the history of Joe Chnstmas, an orphan and (as every- 
one including himself assumes) part Negro. We are told 
how Christmas murders Miss Burden, a descendant of New 
England abolitionists, and how he is caught, escapes, and 
is finally murdered himself in the Reverend Hightower’s 
kitchen by Percy Grimm. We are also told a good deal 
about the life of Hightower, particularly how he ruined his 
career and lost his wife because of his fantasy of identifica- 
tion with his Confederate grandfather, an officer in the army 
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who had been killed in JefiFerson during the Civil War. As 
the story unfolds, Hightower is now an old man isolated 
from the world, but before he dies he gets more or less in- 
volved with Lena and Joe Christmas and serves rather 
loosely as the unifying figure and center of intelligence of 
the last sections of the novel. There are thus three separate 
strands of narrative in Light in August, each having its 
central character. The book makes a kind of triptych. 

Lena Grove is one of those intensely female females we 
meet in Faulkner s books, like Eula Varner in The Hamlet 
A somewhat bovine earth mother, she has all those 
womanly qualities which, as Faulkner likes to point out, 
baJHe, fascinate, outrage, and finally defeat men. Accord- 
ing to Faulkner s gynecological demonology (it constitutes 
a sort of Mississippi Mamchaeism) men are more interest- 
ing and valuable than women but the dark or Satanic 
principle of the universe decrees that they are the weaker 
sex and are doomed to be frustrated and ephemeral, 
Faulkner appears to agree both with folk superstition and 
Henry Adams that compared with women men are in 
Adams's word “epiphenomenal.” 

The bovine woman brings to Faulkner's mind echoes of 
ancient myth and ritual (hence the name, Lena Grove—of. 
Hilma Tree in The Octopus) and he treats her alternately 
with gravity and with a measure of humorously grandiose 
fantasy and mockery. Lena's placidity is not only that of 
the cow but unmistakably that of the gods in their eternity. 
Hence Faulkner has given her a ritual office by associating 
her with the religious procession depicted in Keats's "Ode 
on a Grecian Urn," a favorite poem of Faulkner of which 
there are several echoes in Light in August, In Lena’s un- 
varying inner harmony (and here Faulkner is serious rather 
than mocking) all opposites and disparates are reconciled 
or perhaps rendered meaningless. In the words of Keats’s 
poem, beauty is truth and truth beauty. By Implying that 
Lena Grove somehow symbolizes this ideal unity Faulkner 
suggests no metaphysical reconciliation. He merely praises 
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again the quiet enduring stoicism and wisdom of the heart 
which he finds among the poor whites, Negroes, and other 
socially marginal types. 

The first thing to be said about Joe Christmas is that he 
is not a villain, as is sometimes thought. Nor, except in a 
distantly symbohc way, is he a tragic hero or a “Christ- 
figure.” He has many of the quahties Faulkner admires. He 
suffers, he is a divided man, he is marginal and bereaved; 
he is “outraged.” He asks merely to live, to share the human 
expenence, and to be an individual. Like the slave in “Red 
Leaves,” he “runs well”— he has in other words some power 
of giving his doomed life meaning by insisting as long as 
he can on his right to be human. All this outbalances his 
being a criminal. It even outbalances his being a murderer. 

It IS the custom of some traditionahst critics to say, in 
the words of one of them, that “sentimentalists and sociolo- 
gists are bound to regard Christmas solely as a victim,” 
whereas actually he is a tragic figure akin to Oedipus. But 
the main difference between Joe Christmas and Oedipus 
(or any other tragic hero in the full classic sense) is that 
Christmas really is a victim; he never has a chance, and a 
chance, or at least the illusion of a chance, a tragic hero 
must have. It is true that in The Sound and the Fury and 
perhaps elsewhere Faulkner achieves a genuine tragic 
vision of life and evokes the profound and hannonious emo- 
tions that tragedy evokes. But on the whole his vision of 
things is more akin to that of “sentimentalists and sociolo- 
gists” than to that of Sophocles— if by this we mean that, 
like many modem novelists, he takes a rather darkly natu- 
ralistic view of things but finds a saving grace in the 
simplest sentiments of men. Joe Chnstmas, as Faulkner 
presents him, is a character conceived not in the manner 
of the tragedian but of the naturalistic novelist. There is no 
mystery, no disastrous choice, no noble action, no tragic 
recogmtion. Instead there are heredity, environment, neu- 
rotic causation, social maladjustment. What happens later 
to Joe Christmas is made inevitable by the circumstances 
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of liis boyhood in the orphanage. In fact one may be very 
specific about the origin of the tiain of causes. Christmas’s 
life is given its definitive bias by his encounter with the 
dietitian, described near the beginning of Chapter 6. Hid- 
ing m a closet and eating toothpaste, he has seen the dieti- 
tian making illicit love. When she discovers this, Christmas 
expects, and desires^ to be whipped. Instead she offers him 
a silver dollar; 

He was waiting to get whipped and then be released. 
Her voice went on, urgent, tense, fast: "A whole dollar. 
See? How much you could buy. Some to eat every day 
for a week. And next month maybe I’ll give you another 
one.” 

He did not move or speak. He might have been carven, 
as a large toy: small, still, round headed and round eyed, 
in overalls. He was still with astonishment, shock, out- 
rage. 

What the boy wants is recognition, acceptance as a human 
being, if only through physical punishment. A whipping 
would establish the passionate, human contact. Instead he 
is given a silver dollar, and he sees his doom in its adamant, 
abstract, circular form. He has now been given an irresisti- 
ble compulsion to destroy every human relationship that 
he gets involved in. And this compulsion includes the 
suicidal desire to destroy himself. 

Joe Christmas thus joins the long procession of isolated, 
doomed heroes that begin to appear in the American novel 
with Brockden Brown, Hawthorne, and Melville. This is 
not the place to discuss the complex picture of Protestant- 
ism that emerges from Light in August, yet one may note 
that in the isolation of Christmas (and others in the book) 
Calvinism is still strongly felt as an influence, despite the 
fact that the psychology Faulkner has applied is generally 
“Freudian,” in the popular behavioristic sense. Apparently 
nothing appears to our American novelists to be more terri- 
ble than to have become isolated or to have fallen victim to 
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a cold, abstract hatred of life— nor, we must admit, does any 
doom call forth a more spontaneous admiration or require 
a more arduous repudiation. 

But if Christmas has his American ancestors, Faulkner 
has also made some attempt at modernizing him by making 
him m effect a Conradian or postromantic, existentiahst 
hero. The portrait of Kurtz, the ultimately lost, rootless, and 
alienated man in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, is a distant 
model for Chnstmas. The Reverend Hightower, too, is a 
kind of Marlow (the narrator of Conrad’s story), if only m 
the tone of his voice and m his physical appearance 
(“Hightower sits again in the attitude of an Eastern idol, 
between his parallel arms on the armrests of the chair”). 
And it IS clear that Faulkner has learned some of his more 
florid ihetonc from Conrad. The following passage might 
have come from the pen of either Conrad or Faulkner, it is 
from Heart of Darkness, 

And in the hush that had fallen suddenly on the whole 
sorrowful land, the immense wilderness, the colossal body 
of the fecund and mysterious life seemed to look at her, 
pensive, as though it had been looking at the image of 
its own tenebrous and passionate soul. 

This sort of thing has its own rhetorical magnificence, al- 
though both Conrad and Faulkner are perhaps a httle too 
easily moved by the fecund, the pensive and the tenebrous. 
And there is no doubt that these authors— melodiamatists 
both— tend to construct a rhetonc of doom and darkness in 
excess of what the occasion demands. 

The Reverend Hightower is one of Faulkner s best char- 
acters. He appeals to us m many ways— first and most im- 
portantly in the sad everyday conditions of his life: the de- 
caying house with the weather-beaten sign m front saying 
’‘‘Art Lessons Christmas Cards Photographs Developed”; 
the swivel chair m which he sits before the desk with the 
green shaded reading lamp as he gazes fixedly out the win- 
dow; his moving colloquies with Byron Bunch, who, though 
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his companion, is so diflFerent from him in heritage and in- 
tellect— as diflFerent as Sancho Panza is from Don Quixote 
(a parallel which is very much in Faulkner’s mind). Only 
because Hightower is established in novelistic detail do we 
become interested in the fantastic obsession that has 
Turned his life. Like Quentin Compson and Horace Benbow 
(see Sartoris and Sanctuary), Hightower is one of Faulk- 
ners intellectuals— he is fastidious, genteel, fnghtened by 
life. Haunted by the glory and crime of the past, he is in- 
capable of living in the present. Like Quentin Compson he 
tries willfully to impose a kind of order on the irrational 
flow of time and nature. His view of things, however, is not 
metaphysical or theological hke Quentin’s, it is purely 
mythic and aesthetic, the product of a mind immersed in 
Keats and Tennyson. A careful reading of the pages at the 
end of Chapter 20 will show that Hightower does not re- 
turn to his earlier Christian belief in his moment of ulti- 
mate insight before he dies. The turn of his mind is to 
grasp truth aesthetically; truth is for him an ecstatic per- 
ception of a supreme moment in the natural, histoncal 
order, a moment in which, to employ the Keatsian vocabu- 
lary Faulkner encourages us to use, beauty is grasped as 
truth and truth as beauty. Before he dies he sees the truth 
about himself— “I have not been clay”— which is merely a 
way of admitting finally that neither truth nor beauty can 
be perceived by the mind that remains inverted and 
soHpsistic and denies man’s common fate in nature and 
i:ime. This is the truth that finally comes to Hightower; and 
it is what allows him to see for the first time, and patheti- 
cally for the last, the full beauty of the myth he has lived 
by. For a moment he can now be free, for the first time 
and the last. The progression of his 'views has thus taken 
him beyond his Chnstianity and his pure aestheticism to a 
full, profound, perhaps tragic naturalism (to lise the word 
in its philosophical rather than strictly novelistic reference), 
A good deal has been wntten about the symbolism of 
Light in August, and although much of this criticism ha« 
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been predictably beside the mam points, it remains true 
that this novel has m it a much moxe complicated symbol- 
ism than The Sound and the Fwy or As 1 Lay Dying. The 
most obviously conscious and willed symbolism is the least 
successful-such as the attributes of Chnst Faulkner associ- 
ates with Joe Christmas, these have an artificial, inorganic, 
even an arty quality about them. The symbolism that seems 
most profoundly organic with the action and meaning of 
the booh is that of the circle, and I would judge that, like 
any inteiestmg symbol, this was half consciously intended 
by the author but has implications within the book of 
which he could not have been, at the moment of composi- 
tion, perfectly conscious. 

Three circles should be kept in mind, they are associated 
with the three main characters. Remembenng the theme 
of solitude vs society, alienation vs. community that we 
noticed in As I Lay Dying, we remember also that Faulkner 
spoke of Addie Bundren’s aloneness as a circle that had to 
be violated in order to be made whole. Although this is a 
literary idea that Faulkner might have absorbed from many 
sources, among them Yeats, the symbol of the circle of self- 
hood may be taken as an archetype of the modem imagina- 
tion, and especially wherever Puntamsm has made itself 
felt. Lena Grove s circle, then, since she is a bnd of earth 
goddess, IS simply that of the death and renewal of nature. 
She is also associated with the urn of Keats’s ode and the 
ritual procession of its encircling frieze. In the circle of her 
being truth and beauty are perpetually absorbed into each 
other. In Lena selfhood is whole; it is congruous with ex- 
perience, with nature and with time 

The circle associated with Joe Christmas is the fatalistic, 
repetitive pattern of his life; in actual symbolization it 
varies from the silver dollar the dietitian gives him to the 
pattern of his flight from the shenflF and his dogs. He wants, 
of course, to break out of his circIe--"to define himself as 
human,” in the words of Robert Penn Warren. Yet when- 
ever this becomes possible, usually in relation to a woman 
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he has become involved with he succumbs to the irresistible 
compulsion to pieserve his isolation. Finally, viitual suicide 
is the only solution. One might add that his circle is also 
racial; he is doomed to oscillate helplessly between the 
white woild and the black. 

If Chiistmas’s impiisoning curie is imposed on him by 
circumstance, the Reveiend Hightowei’s is imposed by him- 
self, forged bv his own intellect and neuiotic fantasy Only 
at the end when for a moment he is leleased from the 
isolation and stagnation of his life does the wheel that is a 
part of his obsessive fantasy finally spin free: 

The wheel whirls on. It is going fast and smooth now, 
because it is freed now of burden, of vehicle, axle, all. 
In the lambent suspension of August into which night is 
about to fully come, it seems to engendei and surround 
itself with a faint glow like a halo. The halo is full of 
faces. The faces are not shaped with sufl:enng, not 
shaped with anything: not horror, pain, not even re- 
proach. They are peaceful, as though they have escaped 
into an apotheosis; his own is among them. 

Despite the religious overtones of the language, this ulti- 
mate vision of Hightower seems to be a puiely naturalistic 
intuition of his own solidarity with the other people he has 
known. It is this intuition that finally fiees him. 

The syml^olism we have been noticing runs faiily deep, 
but it remains of the natural order, as, on the whole, does 
similar symbolism having to do with the self and its isola- 
tion in the wiitmgs of Hawthorne, Melville, and James. The 
specifically Chiistian symbolism in Light tn August is not 
made deeply significant. It seems impossible to be much 
impressed with the fact that Faulkner calls one of his char- 
acteis ‘‘Joe Christmas,” and that he is thiity^hree years old, 
has his feet votively bathed, and is in a manner crucified. 
The symbolism of the^circle would certainly, if we had here 
a specifically Chnstian novel, include the tiaditional sym- 
bolism of death and the newborn spiritual life. But this 
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cential mystery of Christianity is not present. And Light in 
August reminds us that Faulknei’s miagmation is not char- 
actenstically stmed by incarnation, cathaisis, and harmony, 
but rather by sepaiation, alienation, and contradiction. If 
Light in August were a Chiistian novel it might use the 
symbolism of the book as it stands— the circle, the opposi- 
tion of hght and dark, and so on But in some way it would 
have to employ the idea that life comes about through 
death, that m some way a new spiritual life had come to 
the community of Jefferson through the death of Joe Christ- 
mas. But this does not happen, there is no new life, no 
transfiguration anywhere that would not have occuried 
without Joe Christmas. There is no new religious conscious- 
ness or knowledge. In Joe Christmas we do not celebrate 
the death and rebirth of the heio. 

Light and dark, good and evil, life and death, Eros and 
Thanatos are postulated in Light in August as eternal and 
autonomous contradictions. Theie is no possibility of ab- 
sorbing and reconciling these contradictions in a whole view 
of life that is m any specific sense religious, or, for that 
matter, tragic. There are only two courses open, i) to com- 
mit some transcendent act of horror or violence or suicide, 
a) to find reattachment to the simple concrete conditions 
of life, tlirough love, stoic patience, or humor, for in this 
way one may, as it were, temporarily step aside from the 
eternal contiadictions m which humanity is involved and 
give the world the appearance of harmony. 


The Sound and the Fury 

The Sound and the Fury is the eloquent testimony to the 
truth (when we are considering the art of the novel) of 
James’s remark about Hawthorne ''that the flower of art 
blooms only where the soil is deep, that it takes a great 
deal of histoiy to produce a little literature, that it needs 
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a complex social machinery to set a writer m motion.” Be- 
fore such a book as The Sound and the Fury could be 
written there had to be, of course, a funded history in the 
South. There had to be not only a past but a sense of the 
past. There had to be also, else such a book as Faulkner’s 
might actually have been written in the South m the nine- 
teenth century, a modern mind to write it—and by a modern 
mind I mean a divided, realistic, ironic mind with a sense 
of the tragedy of history. 

No book as rich and lesonant or so concertedly powerful 
in its tragic impact as The Sound and the Fury could have 
been written, given the subject, by an American writer of 
the nineteenth century, southern or northern. Among novels 
about the decline of a family Melville’s Pierre suffers by 
comparison with Faulkner s book by the diffusion of its ef- 
fect, the consequence of Melville’s morbid introspectiveness 
and inability to embody his genuine historical sense in the 
daily fate of his characters. Even The House of the Seven 
Gables, a more distinguished and authentically histoncal 
chronicle of a family curse, lacks the tragic consistency of 
The Sound and the Fury, although it has certain sturdy 
pictorial virtues which we do not find in Faulkner’s novel. 
Nevertheless, the non-Emersonian tradition of Hawthorne 
and Melville prepared the way foi Faulkner by introducing 
the strain of dark and somber drama which characterizes 
so much of the best American fiction. And indeed Faulkner’s 
kinship is as much with these northern writers as it is 
with the ante-bellum southern romancer William Gilmore 
Simms, although in Simms’s lurid tales of seduction, re- 
venge, violence, and murder, like Charlemont, Beau^ 
champe, and Confession, one may find dimly forecast some 
of the themes of Faulkner (cf. Chapter I). 

But there had to intervene between the older American 
traditions and Faulkner the naturalistic novel with its 
license as to subject matter and the promise it offers— so 
infrequently fulfilled— of reviving a genuine tragic art by 
evoking fate in terms of heredity and environment. Perhaps 


220 



FAULKNER— THE GREAT YEARS 


Marx, certainly Freud, had to intervene. Dostoevski had 
also to intervene, for indeed there is a distinctly Russian 
quality about The Sound and the Fury, and like The 
Brothers Karamazoxf, which also concerns the dissolution of 
a family, it is able to incorporate in its grandiose novehstic 
way a sort of hidden Greek tragedy, reminiscent of 
Aeschylus’s chronicles of the house of Atreus or Sophocles’s 
of the house of Thebes. Above all there had to intervene 
Joyce’s Ulysses, as we shall see m a minute. 

But first let us recall the main elements of the book. Its 
subject is what happens to the last generation of the Comp- 
son family, a family whose ups and downs are representa- 
tive of the experience of the South over the two hundred 
and more years after tlie first immigrant Compson settled 
in Faulkner’s partly imaginary Yoknapatawpha County in 
Mississippi. The father and mother of the family do not 
figure prominently. Mr. Compson (Jason III) is an inef- 
fectual lawyer who devotes himself mainly to whiskey and 
the Latin authors and dies young. Mrs. Compson is one of 
those wraiths one meets in southern novels, of whom it is 
said (as in Absalom, Absalom!) that “the War made ghosts 
of our ladies”; she is sickly, whining, neurasthenic. 

Their four children are the main characters, except for 
Dilsey, the Negro servant. In Jason IV, the businessman of 
the family, the older southern traditions of the genteel prop- 
erty-holding class are seen to disappear in favor of a purely 
materialistic way of Me. He finally disposes of the family 
holdings, so that what was once a fine estate becomes, as 
Faulkner says, a square mile “intact again in row after row 
of small crowded jerry-built individually owned demiurban 
bungalows.” Jason has two brothers. The first is Quentin, 
whose overpowering s^nse of family honor and pride and 
whose neurotic love of his sister, the promiscuous Candace, 
leads him to commit suicide at the end of his year at Har- 
vard. There is also Benjy, the idiot of the family. There is 
Quentin, the daughter of Candace (Caddy) and a local 
Lothario named Dalton Ames. She runs off with a pitchman 
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from a visiting carnival, taking with her a considerable sum 
of money which Jason has misappropriated from Caddy. 
The characters do not do very much, the plot is meager. 
But the evocation of chaiacter and of situation is both full 
and dramatic. 

One can hardly hope to trace the process by which so 
rich a book as The Sound and the Fury was conceived. A 
clue may be discovered, however, m the evolution in Faulk- 
ner's work of the doomed, alienated, more or less intellectual 
young man who seems clearly to be one projection of the 
author himself and who finds fullest expression in Quentin 
Compson.*^ 

The first version of Faulkner s doomed young man is 
Donald Mahon, the wounded veteran of the “Lost- 
Generation” novel. Soldiers* Fay. Yet he is so mortally 
wounded and so vaguely understood by the author that he 
is hardly more than an inanimate object. In Sartoris, Faulk- 
ner’s third novel (Mosquitoes is the second), we have 
young Bayard Sartoris whose fate is given meaning partly 
by the fact that he is a member of one of the old families 

* He is present again, to be sure, as Dari Bundren in As I Lay 
Dying, but after that book Faulkner lost interest in the sensitive, 
doomed young man, although Gavin Stevens, who figures in later 
books as the small-town intellectual who is both alienated from 
,and spokesman for his fellow citizens, may once have resembled 
the suffering young men of the early books. It should be noted, 
by the way, that in keeping with his characteristically American 
myth about himself— according to which he is not a writer or a 
hterary man but only “a farmer '—Faulkner never projects him- 
self as an artist. The nearest he gets to it is a reference to a man 
called William Faulkner in Mosquitoes; he is described rather 
coyly as “a little blackman ... a liar hy profession.” Faulkner 
projects himself as a reckless, doomed, guilty young man or as 
the Gavin Stevens t3^e, the Dixiecrat lawyer who went to 
Harvard. Or, if he is identifying with a skill it is not that of 
wntmg, it is the stunt %ing of aviators, the precise and loving 
carpentry of Cash Bundren, the forest skill of hunters, or the 
monologues of poor-white humorists and raconteurs like Batliffe, 
the sewing machine agent (see especially The Mamlet). 
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that were to figure in the chronicle of Yoknapatawpha 
County. In Sartoris Faulkner was shedding his emulation 
of Hemingway, Fitzgerald, Lawrence, and Huxley and dis- 
covering his true subject. But although Bayard is given a 
historical dimension, he is nevertheless drawn rather con- 
ventionally as having the desperate gaiety and sadness of 
the World War I veteran. He never has any very interesting 
feelings or thoughts. 

But in Quentin Compson we have a fuller representation. 
Not only does he have the history of his family and of 
Yoknapatawpha County behind him, so that this is richly 
felt in whatever he does, but now Faulkner has discoveied 
how to do this character He makes this discovery to a cer- 
tain extent by reading Ulysses and by perceiving the plausi- 
bihty of modeling Quentin on Stephen Daedalus. The 
similarities are obvious enough— they are both Hamlet-like 
young men; they are ahenated from yet feel powerfully at- 
tached to their homelands, they are preoccupied by time 
and the symbolic significance of passing episodes in their 
lives and Stephen Daedalus's idea that ‘Tiistory is a mght- 
mare from which I am trying to awake” expresses Quentin 
Compson s own state of mind, both young men are haunted 
by guilt: Quentin tnes to beheve he has committed incest 
with his sister, as Stephen tries to beheve he has killed his 
mother. 

Joyce’s influence on The Sound and the Fury, as every 
reader must see, affects not only Quentin Compson but the 
very structure and language of the book. In the first two 
sections especially, it is not narrative but (as in Ulysses) 
the association of the symbols and ideas that forms the 
continuity. We soon become aware, as we begin to under- 
stand the unconventional technique of The Sound and the 
Fury, that the book contains a fairly sustained if meagre 
narrative of the conventional sort. But it is important to per- 
ceive that the action of the book extends beyond the nar- 
rative which recounts the dissolution of the Compson 
family and includes a gradual revelation in detail of a whole 
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culture, a representative episode in history. This revelation, 
like revelations in the novels of James as well as of Joyce, 
is really itself the main action; it is dramatic, it is 'ren- 
dered.” It IS not, in other woids, merely a by-product of 
the action, it is the action. 

The Sound and the Fury meets the Jamesian require- 
ments of drama, "solidity of specification,” and presenta- 
tion of chaiacters. The calculated alternation of "picture” 
and "scene,” the dramatic lendition of a way of life, the 
painting of "portraits,” the “rich passion foi extremes”-~all 
these elements of the Jamesian novel are present, as the 
reader easily sees, provided he is not thrown off by the 
sometimes difficult language and the modernist freedom 
with chronology. One need not stress the Joycean devices 
Faulkner uses; the interior monologue and stream of con- 
sciousness, the cinematic montage effect, the free, lyric, 
punning language. These are merely paiticulars in the com- 
plicated conjunction of forces that produced Faulkner’s first 
great book. 

What happened to Faulkner is roughly what happened 
to Melville in writing Mohy-Dick, Melville discovered 
simultaneously how to use Shakespeare and how to repre- 
sent in their fullest meaning the native and personal 
materials he had been trying to use in his earlier books. 
Faulkner’s simultaneous discovery of Joyce (to put aside 
for the moment other mfluences on The Sound and the 
Fury) and of the full significance, as a literary idea, of 
Yoknapatawpha County is closely analogous to Melville’s 
discoveries. So that Mohy-Dick and The Sound and the 
Fury are classic examples of the successful union of Ameri- 
can with European genius. In each book the author has 
discovered and appropriated for the first time his authentic 
native subject and has been able to bring to it a subtle and 
original art. But in each book the trick has been turned by 
enlisting an artistry quite foreign to the author’s own. 

It will be recalled that The Sound and the Fury consists 
of four portraits, one section of the book being devoted to 
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each: Benjy, April 7, 1928, Quentin, June 2, 1910, Jason, 
April 6, 1928; Diisey, April 8, 1928. Faulkner has not 
made it easier for us by putting the most difficult section 
first and many potential readers have been disconceited 
not only by the language and the rapid time-shifts of the 
opening pages but also by the fact that the mam character, 
who is also the point of view, is an idiot. Of this last cir- 
cumstance the first thing to say is that, as Lionel Trilling 
has put it, the cardinal fact about Benjy is not that he is an 
idiot but that he is human. There is a pathos about Benjy 
which is unparalleled m the American novel, little Pip in 
Moby-Dick, for example, is by comparison to the humanity 
of Benjy a mere literal y idea One would have to turn to a 
novelist like Dostoevski to find an episode as moving as 
that which recounts how Benjy, at the age of eighteen, gets 
out of the yard and molests some schoolchildren because he 
mistakes one of them for his beloved sister Caddy. 

'Tm scared.” 

'‘He won't hurt you. I pass here every day. He just 
runs along the fence.” 

They came on. I opened the gate and they stopped, 
turning. I was trying to say, and I caught her, trying to 
say, and she screamed and I was trying to say and try- 
ing and the bright shapes began to stop and I tried to get 
out. I tried to get it oflF my face, but the bright shapes 
were going away. They were going up the hill to where 
it fell away and I tried to cry. But when I breathed in, I 
•couldn't breathe out again to cry, and I tried to keep 
from falling off the hill into the bright, whirling shapes. 

Here, loony, Luster said. Here come some Hush your 
slobbering and moaning, now. 

Benjy is human, then, certainly there is much of the hu- 
man fate in his “I was trying to say, and I caught her, try*^ 
ing to say, and she screamed and I was trying to say.” In 
many essential ways Benjy's fate is recognizably ours, which 
is what we basically require of any character in a novel 
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But what is to be said of using an idiot not only as a 
character but as the point of view, of aslang us to see things 
and comprehend them as an idiot may be supposed to 
do? First, one should note that the voice which speaks to 
us is not that of an idiot but of a skillful and resourceful 
novelist using for the moment a carefully limited and con- 
trived convention. Second, that there aie certain aesthetic 
advantages in perceiving experience more or less as it may 
be supposed an idiot perceives it. It is not tiue, as is some- 
times said, that the general flow of chaotic experience 
passes through Benjy’s mind. His experience is severely 
limited to a few things—Caddy and the other members of 
the family, his cemetery, the picket fence around the front 
yard, the golf players, the '‘branch” and outbuildings else- 
where on the property, the smell of leaves, the firelight and 
mirror into which he loves to gaze. These and a few other 
images play before his mind. But although Benjy’s experi- 
ence is limited to a few archetypes, these are perceived and 
rendered without the intervention of the intellect or the 
moralizing faculty which would inevitably be present in 
any other perceiving mind, except that of a child. Thus 
Faulkner is able to give us a sense of experience in all its 
native immediacy and primitive freshness and innocence. 
There are plenty of other characters in the book to convey 
the same experiences to us with all the peculiar bias of 
their temperaments. But we gain by having them from 
Benjy first. And we see that Faulkner has done in the Benjy 
section what every accomplished novelist has to be able to 
do. He eats his cake and has it too. That is, he establishes 
a character; he uses this character as his point of view; but 
Benjy as point of view is merely the dramatic convention 
of the piece. The actual point of view is still the author’s, 
and his mind envelops the whole. The dramatic conven- 
tion, however, is all-important and the Benjy section is a 
more accomplished piece of writing than it would be if the 
omniscient author were content to appear merely as such. 

What Benjy sees, then, is immediate and emergent. But 
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it is not chaotic. A very skillful control is at work in this 
first section, and, in many ways, what happens epitomizes 
and forecasts the rest of the novel. The characters aie al- 
ready suggested m their entirely, even while they are still 
children. Thus, on pp. 42-43 of the Modern Library Edi- 
tion, have Quentin already meditative, aloof, and en- 
tranced by the mysteiy of death or at least by a mystery 
tliat will later turn out to be the mysteiy of death— “Quentin 
was still standing there by the branch He was chunking 
into the shadows where the branch was.” Caddy is already 
independent and reckless: 

“I don’t care,” Caddy said. “Til walk right in the parlor 
where they are.” 

“Til bet your pappy whip you if you do,” Versh said. 

“I don’t caie,” Caddy said. 

Jason is already the mean-spirited materialist who, with his 
hands m his pockets, says, “I’m hungry” and tattles to their 
father that “Caddy and Quentm threw water on each 
other.” 

Given Faulkner’s intention to upset the normal sequence 
of time, there is a further advantage in Benjy’s idiocy, as- 
suming, as Faulkner does, that the mind of an idiot, like 
the unconscious itself, is timeless. For Benjy what happened 
in 1902 is as vivid and immediate as what happened in 
1910 or 1928. Again Faulkner is able to have his cake and 
eat it too, for he is able to evoke past events with vivid 
fieshness and at the same time give the reader a powerful 
sense of the passing, as well as the pathos, of time. 

It is not hard to follow with sufficient accuracy the shifts 
of time in the Bcnjy section. Each shift is indicated by the 
use of Italics. The shift is usually made by an association 
of images. For example, at the opening of the book Benjy 
hears the golfers calling “caddie,” and he begins to moan 
because he is reminded of his sister, who left home m 1910, 
eighteen years ago. Or he catches his clothes on a nail in 
the fence, and this takes him farther back, to 1898 or 1900, 
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when he had crawled through the fence at Christmas time 
and had gotten his hands cold. The time levels shift mainly 
among a few crucial years—the period around 1900, when 
the children are still small; 1910, the marriage of Caddy 
and suicide of Quentin; 1913, the year Benjy is gelded after 
frightening the schoolchildren; 1928, the present time, 
when Quentin, the girl, is planning to run off with the 
carnival man. 

In the Quentin section of The Sound and the Fury we 
find some of the same evocativeness of the Benjy section. 
Events we have already learned about assume new dimen- 
sions, because now they are called forth in a fairly com- 
plicated and sophisticated mind. Quentins mind, like 
Benjy's in this respect, is obsessive and returns again and 
again to a few images and ideas; and this gives a necessary 
consistency to what might otherwise be an inchoate flow 
of reminiscence and perception. Quentin's mind broods on 
the ideas and events that are stated, like the themes of a 
musical composition, in the opening pages: his fathers 
melancholy (not to say platitudinous) thoughts about the 
meaning of time, the marriage of Caddy, his willful belief 
that in some symbolic way he has committed incest with 
Caddy, his preoccupation with death, his approaching 
suicide. 

One had better admit immediately that the Quentin 
episode is not so successful as the others. If, taking the book 
generally, the Joycean influence is beneficial, it is neverthe- 
less true that Quentin, like Stephen Daedalus himself, is 
rather abstract. It is also true, however, that in relation to 
Quentin, as in relation to Stephen, other characters become 
vividly real. Thus if we can't quite believe that an abstract 
desire to step aside from time can move anyone as much 

it is said to move Quentin, we can easily believe in Caddy 
and in Quentin's neurotic love for her. If we can't quite 
accept either Faulkner's or Quentin's solemnity about such 
symbohc acts as twisting the hands off Quentin's watch, 
we can accept Quentin's elegiac meditations about the fate 
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of his family, and the pathos of his memories. If we some- 
times get a little tired of Quentm^s sententious utterances 
and his morbid introspecton, we are rewarded by getting 
brief glimpses (all too brief indeed) of other characters. 
Among these are Gerald Bland, the gilded youth from Ken- 
tucky, with his brassy doting mother, his hard straw hat, 
and his racing shell, the Deacon, a marvelous northernized 
Negro with a Brooks Brothers suit, and a collection of pre- 
posterous pretensions; Herbert Head, who had cheated at 
Harvard and to whom Caddy is hastily marned when it is 
found that she is pregnant with another man s child. 

The episode of the httle Italian girl who follows Quentin 
and gets him in trouble with the authorities is very suc- 
cessful. The allegorical oveitone—since to Quentin she 
represents his ‘Xittle Sister Death”— is not amiss, for the 
simple reason that the episode is rendered in full realistic 
detail and does not strike us, as most of the time symbols do, 
as being bootlegged into the book The episode of the trout 
succeeds rather by a certain Whitmanesque mysticism of 
water, dissolution, and death than by the somewhat por- 
tentous symbolism, according to which the trout, ‘‘delicate 
and motionless among the wavering shadows,” represents 
(apparently) the capacity to find an equilibrium in the 
stream of time. Quentin, on the other hand, wants only to 
escape time and the sound and fury of life. He has there- 
fore tried to believe that he has committed incest with 
Caddy and that this sm, like a purifying flame, removes 
them to a transcendent lealm and immolates their gross 
natural existence; “it was to isolate her out of the loud 
world so that it would have to flee us of necessity and then 
the sound of it would be as if it had never been.” One may 
note the beauty of Quentin’s meditations about his sister 
whenever these take the form of actual memory, as in the 
long passage on their abortive suicide pact The dialogue 
between Quentin and lus father at the end oi tlic section is 
also impressive, and neither tlie morbid ab«*tractness of 
Quentin’s mind nor the mean and cliclie philosophizings of 
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his father can spoil the elegiac tone—* was the saddest word 
of all there is nothing else in the woild its not despair until 
time its not even time until it was.” 

In Faulkner how a chaiacter talks makes all the dif- 
ference. /Vlthough Hemy James shows moie knowledge of 
vernacular speech than is commonly supposed, it is still 
ti*ue, relatively speaking, that all his characters talk Henry 
James language. That is James’s liteiary convention. But 
when Faulknei does not heai the individual language of 
one of his characters, that chaiacter does not seem leal. 
Faulkner cleaily does not know how Quentin sounds— some- 
times Quentin talks Joyce, sometimes he uses an ornate 
rhetoric about time and the South, sometimes he speaks 
with an unexpected sardonic vulgarity. 

The fix St woids of the Jason section are all-revealing: 
**Once a bitch always a bitch, what I say.” Faulkner knows 
exactly how Jason sounds, and this goes a long way towards 
explaining why Jason is an authentic, original, and memo- 
rable chaiacter. He is a novelist’s tiiumph by comparison 
to whom Benjy and Quentin, though piobably not Dilsey, 
seem a little too much the pioduct of moialistic, philo- 
sophic, or symbolic calculation. We are always relieved 
when the others are shown as they actually think, feel, and 
live rathei than as they illusti ate the idea the author has 
about them. We do not have to look for this relief m the 
case of Jason. 

To be suie, the unconscious mind of Jason is not very 
inteiesting. The musing flow of his thoughts is not much 
richer than the salty language in which they are overtly 
expressed. Hence, although Faulkner goes on, in the Jason 
section, with the convention of the point of view, the in- 
terior monologue falls sharply ofl:. Jason^s ideas and his ex- 
perience, like those of Benjy and Quentin, are obsessively 
limited. But he lives more than they among material things 
and quotidian events and if this makes him less pure, it also 
makes him more real. 

Readers who follow the traditionalist view of Faulkner 
will have trouble seeing Jason as Faulkner sebs him* I 
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mean by the ‘"traditionalist view” that kind of conserv^ative 
cnticism that divides Faulknei^s characters into Sartorises 
(good) and Snopeses (bad). The good people, according 
to this account, retain the southern ideals of honor and jus- 
tice, they believe in a society based on tradition, religion, 
and the sense of community. The bad people are individu- 
alistic matenahsts who have no conception of honor, tradi- 
tion, or the sanctity of family and community, whose only 
notion of commumty is, in fact, the cash nexus. 

There is no doubt that these moral distinctions are im- 
portant to Faulkner, as they are for any thinking person. 
Presumably he would like to accept them in their pristine 
“Confederate” innocence, were he not too modem, too re- 
alistic, and too honest to do so. He accepts them, one may 
think, but WTth all the reservation and irony which a di- 
vided and contradictory mind is hkely to exhibit. 

Thus Jason appears at first to be a Snopes in all but name. 
He is mean-spirited, obscene, rapacious, anti-Semitic. But 
he also suffers. He has his frustiations and his neurotic head- 
aches. And there are at least two things about him which 
always engage Faulkner’s sympathy. First, he has humor. 
Second, be suffers from the peculiar masculine “outrage,” at 
portraying which Faulkner is a master, possibly the great- 
est master of all time. Jason is bede\n[led by the self-pity, 
treachery, libidinousness, and animal success of women. 
He IS also, in the person of Dilsey, bedeviled by woman’s 
moral superiority. His inner agony is vividly suggested by 
his frantic race over the countryside m his car, his head- 
ache getting worse all the time, in pursuit of his niece 
Quentin, who has taken the money and run off with the 
pitchman. Here is ultimate defeat in all its Sunday-morning 
particularity. And of his humor, one has to admit its cal- 
lousness, at the same time it is impossible not to be moved 
by it. 

I says no I never had university advantages because at 

Harvard they teach you how to go for a swim at night 

without knowing how to swim. • , . I haven’t got much 
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pride, I can't afford it with a kitchen full of niggers to 
feed and robbing the state asylum of its star fieshman. 
Blood, I says, governors and generals [in early genera- 
tions of the Compson family, that is]. It's a damn good 
thing we never had any kings and presidents, we'd all 
be down there at Jackson chasing butterflies. 

Jason's flow of native language makes him what he is, allow- 
ing us to see him (nowhere better than at the very end of 
his part of the book) in all his unforgivable cruelty, vul- 
garity, and human appeal: 

Like I say once a bitch always a bitch. And just let me 
have twenty-four hours without any damn New York jew 
to advise me what it's going to do. I don't want to make 
a killing; save that to suck in the smart gamblers with. I 
just want an even chance to get my money back. And 
once I've done that they can bring all Beale Sheet and 
all bedlam in here and two of them can sleep in my bed 
and another one can have my place at the table too. 

The first three sections of The Sound and the Fury open 
with the sound of a voice or the procession of someone's 
inner thoughts. But in the Dilsey section we see the main 
character before we hear her. The portrait of Dilsey enlists 
the painter's art and the portrait at the beginning is mar- 
velously done, once we accept the fact that the painter is 
of the modern school and something of an expressionist: 

She wore a thin black straw hat perched upon her tur-* 
ban, and a maroon velvet cape with a border of mangy 
and anonymous fur above a dress of purple silk, and she 
stood in the dooi for awhile with her myiiad and sunken 
face lifted to the weather. . . . She had been a big 
woman once but now her skeleton rose, draped loosely 
in unpadded skin that tightened again upon a paunch 
almost dropsical, as though muscle and tissue had been 
courage or foititude which the days or the years had com 
supied until only the indomitable skeleton was left rising 
like a ruin or a landmark above the somnolent and im- 
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pervious guts, and above that the collapsed face that 
gave the impression of the bones themselves being out- 
side the flesh, lifted mto the drawing day with an expres- 
sion at once fatahstic and of a child’s astonished disap- 
pointment, until she turned and entered the house again 
and closed the door. 

If we see Diisey giaphically, we are no less struck by her 
speech, which m nearly every utterance is inevitably real 
and full of tragic significance. For Dilsey appeals to us both 
as an individual and as the tragic chorus of the piece. There 
IS never even the slightest note of falsity in anything she 
says— never the faintest hint of the comic Negro of stage 
convention nor of romantic idolization of pnmitive wisdom. 
Her tone is assured and consistent whether her words are 
colloquial or Biblical, and no one in American hteratuie has 
spoken more memorably— whether we hear her abstract- 
edly saying, "Eight o’clock,” when the broken-down kitchen 
clock with one hand strikes five or (as Dilsey, Frony, and 
Benjy return from the Reverend Shegog’s sermon and 
approach the “square, paintless house with its rotting 
portico”) . 

"I’ve seed de first en de last,” Dilsey said. "Never you 
mind me.” 

"Fust en last whut?” Frony said. 

"Never you mind/' Dilsey said. "I see de begmnin, en 
now I sees de endin.” 

It is not an accident that Dilsey is made to appeal to 
our senses more fully ancj variously than any of the other 
characters. She lives in the world, as they do not. Her ac- 
ceptance of things as they are is tragic, which means that 
it is toleiably complete and includes an awareness of the 
human condition none of the other characters can bear. Not 
having Dilsey’s tragic awareness, they all panic at a point 
where Dilsey would be able to remain morally active. Thus 
the tremendous conclusion of the book, in which Benjy 
terrifyingly roars because Luster has driven the carriage 
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around the square to the left instead of to the right, is an 
epitome of the whole* 

Ben's voice roared and roaied. Queenie moved again 
[this time around the square to the right], her feet be- 
gan to clop-clop steadily again, and at once Ben hushed. 
Luster looked quickly back over his shoulder, then he 
drove on. The broken flower drooped over Ben s fist and 
his eyes were empty and blue and serene again as cornice 
and facade flowed smoothly once more from left to right; 
post and tree, window and doorway, and signboard, each 
in its ordered place. 

And so the violence and irrationality recede, leaving us with 
the starkly effective stage-set which a southern county seat, 
with its square, its Confederate statue and nep-classic court- 
house, provides. 

In reading The Sound and the Fury it is important to re- 
member that the book is a novel and not, structurally, a 
symbolic poem of any sort, except as any profound narra- 
tive is; its structure in every fundamental respect is novelis- 
tic. Yet one would never gather that this is true from most 
of the extant criticism. Carvel Collins, for example, discusses 
two ‘structural systems" in The Sound and the Fury^ while 
suggesting that there are others not yet vouchsafed. He be- 
lieves that one of these “stmctural systems” is an association 
of symbols derived from the passage in Macbeth from 
which Faulkner takes his title: 

Out, out brief candle! 

Life's but a walking shadow, a poor player 
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage 
And then is heard no more* it is a tale 
Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, 

Signifying nothing. 

Well, Benjy is an idiot and the tale is first told by him (but 
it signi/ks-oh, immensely!). There are candles in the book, 
Benjy likes them. Quentin uses the word “shadow” a good 
deal and lives among them. Jason is a poor player; he frets; 
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he even stmts. But there is no structural system here—only 
verbal echoes that enrich the general music. 

The other “structural system” is based on Freud. Benjy 
is the Id, Quentin the Ego, Jason the Super-Ego, Candace 
a soit of Libido, Dilsey the “warm, loving nature,” perhaps 
the integrated personality. As Mr. Collins works it oat, 
there is more to this formulation than one might at first 
think. But it does not point to a pnnciple of stiucture. And 
what Mr Collms succeeds in saying is only that both Faulk- 
ner and Freud are profound psychologists. 

Because she remembers that The Sound and the Fury 
is a novel, and therefore deals with the kinds of experience 
people have, Olga W. Vickery is more convincing in her 
account of the structure of the book, even though she 
hugely confines herself to discussing the sequence of the 
four sections. The four sections, she says, are four ways of 
perceiving experience and they are arranged so as to drama- 
tize the passage from a private to a public world. Thus 
Benjy with his tightly organized system of sensations, 
Quentin with his obsessive abstractions, and Jason with his 
total utilitarianism cling to views of experience which prove 
inadequate to cope with the irrationality and unpredictable- 
ness of reality. In this sense they resemble the many char- 
acters in Hawthoine, Melville, and James who try disas- 
trously to impose a narrow theory on a wide world. But 
Dilsey, Mrs. Vickery goes on, not being m defiance of cir- 
cumstance is able to create order out of it, she lives ex- 
perience and IS aware of its tragic implications and so she 
can contiol it through morally significant action, keeping 
the family going when, without her, it would collapse. 

In this way The Sound and the Fury would seem to meet 
Philip Bahv’s requirement for the novel: that the novelist, 
if he IS as good as “the great European authors,” will use 
expel ience “as a concrete medium for the testing and crea- 
tion of values.” Mr. Rahv fears that too often Faulkner 
merely parodies experience and that this accounts for the 
violence and excess of bis writing. Mr. Rabv has his point, 
and it will peihaps apply to othei Faulkner novels, the to- 
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pressive and indeed amazing Absalom, Absalom^ among 
them. But The Sound and the Fury presents experience at 
a level of completeness, fidelity, and significance which is 
close to the high point of possibility in the novel. 

The Sound and the Fury is the most "novelistic” of 
Faulkner’s works, and, as in the fictions of Henry James, the 
element of lomance is complexly assimilated and subli- 
mated, so that It becomes a suffused poetiy of language, 
metaphor, and event. In Faulkner’s other novels the ele- 
ment of romance is more obtrusive and autonomous— most 
richly so in Light in August and As I Lay Dying 

In his Introduction to The Portahle Faulkner, Malcolm 
Cowley has written that Faulkner combines ‘‘two of the 
principal traditions in American letters: the tradition of 
psychological horroi, often close to symbolism, that begins 
with Charles Brockden Brown, our first professional novel- 
ist, and extends through Poe, Melville, Henry James (in his 
later stories), Stephen Crane, and Hemingway; and the 
other tradition of frontier humor and realism, beginning 
with Augustus Longstreet’s Georgia Scenes and having 
Mark Twain as its best example.” This is true and illumi- 
nating. But (as Mr. Cowley himself suggests) it does not 
include all the various aspects of Faulkner s fiction. There 
is, besides realism, naturalism. And as a tradition comple- 
mentary to the melodrama of Chailes Brockden Brown and 
the other writers Mr. Cowley mentions, there is, besides 
frontier humor, frontier nostalgia and the tradition of pas- 
toral idyl that leaves so memorable a mark on the fiction 
of such writers as Cooper, Mark Twain, and Hemingway. 

The many-sided genius of Faulkner— loose, uneven, and 
wasteful as his way of wnting sometimes is— has performed 
so far the greatest feat of twentieth-century American fic- 
tion. And at the heart of that accomphshment one observes 
taking place, with rich amplification and ever fresh discov- 
ery, the characteristic process of the American novelist by 
which he brings to the novel the perennial poetry of 
romance. 
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Sanctuary vs. The Turn of the Screw 

The difference between allegory and symbolism can per- 
haps be made clear by further illustration, Faulkner^s Sanc-^ 
iuary is first of all a social novel, distinctly of the Depiession 
years and in the naturalist tradition. Henry James's The 
Turn of the Screw is a tale of psychological horror. Both are 
related to the Gothic tradition, depending as they do on the 
well-known devices of terror, sinister locale, abnormal psy- 
chology and victiinization. 

Like all extreme melodrama Sanctuary projects its mean- 
ings into an abstract and mechanical articulation of persons 
and events. And smce these persons and events so often 
strike us as symbols for readily recognizable social phe- 
nomena, we are led to think of Sanctuary, in Irving Howe's 
phrase, as a “social charade.” In fact it is a sort of mufiBed 
sociological allegory. 

George Marion O'Donnell’s account of Sanctuary as an 
allegory is (I believe) generally thought to be unaccepta- 
ble, even though by calling it. an allegory his purpose was 
to distinguish this book from Faulkner s greater work, such 
as The Sound and the Fury. Mr. O'Donnell's pioneering es- 
say conceived of Faulkner as a “traditional,'' “mythic,” and 
“tragic"’ writer who, himself in the best tradition of the ariS'^ 
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tocratic South, was portraying and lamenting in his novels 
the decline of this South. 

0*Donneirs idea of Faulkners imagination as m>thic, 
tragic, and traditional is similar to Mrs. Leavis s idea of 
Hawthorne, and like Mrs. Leavis's view it fails to take ac- 
count of the many contiadictory aspects of Faulkner’s im- 
agination and overstates a half-truth. But it will be enough 
now to quote Mr. O’DonnelFs interpretation of Sanatuary. 

In simple terms the pattern of the allegory is something 
like this: Southern Womanhood Corrupted but Undefiled 
(Temple Drake), in the company of Corrupted Tradition 
(Gowan Stevens, a professional Vuginian), falls into the 
clutches of Amoral Modernism (Popeye), which is itself 
impotent, but which with the aid of its strong ally Natu- 
ral Lust ("'Red”) rapes Southern Womanhood unnatu- 
rally and then seduces her so satisfactorily that her cor- 
ruption is total, and she becomes the tacit ally of 
Modernism. Meanwhile Pore White Trash (Goodwin) 
has been accused of the crime which he, with the aid of 
the Naif Faithful (Tawmmy), actually tried to prevent 
The Formalized Tradition (Horace Benbow), perceiving 
the true state of afifairs, tries vainly to defend Pore White 
Trash. However, Southern Womanhood is so hopelessly 
corrupted that she wilfully sees Pore White Trash con- 
victed and lynchedj she is then carried off by Wealth 
(Judge Drake) to meaningless escape in European lux- 
ury. Modernism, carrying in it from birth its own impo- 
tence and doom, submits with masochistic pleasure to its 
own destruction for the one crime that it has not yet Com- 
mitted-Revolutionary Destruction of Order (the murder 
of the Alabama policeman, for which the innocent Pop- 
eye is executed). 

This interpretation, with all of its ridiculous personifica- 
tions, strikes me as essentially correct. It illustrates the fact 
that Faulkner s mind, like Hawthorne’s, is less discriminat- 
ing than many Faulkner devotees want to admit— at least 
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in the sense that it entertains the lowest of lowbrow fanta- 
sies. At the top of Faulkner s imagination there is great re- 
finement and distinction. But into its lower reaches there 
readily flow the crude archetypes of the folk imagmation, 
the very archetypes which may constitute a good part of 
the conscious or unconscious mental machinery of a state 
senator, let us say, in Faulkners native Mississippi. 

The Scarlet Letter is a greater work than Sanctuary be- 
cause (to confine ourselves to the language we are at pres- 
ent using) the allegory includes but is larger and more 
significant than the folk archetypes. In Sanctuary, on the 
other hand, the allegory is merely a picturesque arrange- 
ment of the aichetypes. There is more to this brilliantly 
concise book than the allegory, however, and Sancimry is 
closer to the best genius of Faulkner than Mr. O’Donnell 
thought. 

By contrast The Turn of the Screw is symbolistic rather 
than allegorical. In using the Gothic convention for psycho- 
logical purposes, rather than sociological as in Sanctuary, 
James makes his symbols stand for what is not known, ex- 
cept by suggestion and indirection. The ghosts of Peter 
Quint and Miss Jessel, considered as symbols, are ambigu- 
ous. Deviously they lead us to seek the truths they always 
seem about to reveal. We never find these truths and are 
left with the symbols themselves in all their mysterious and 
ternble suggestiveness. James’s tale is not an exposition of 
truth but an exploration of truth’s ultimate mysteries. 

In his essay “The Ambiguity of Henry James” Edmund 
Wilson outlines the meamngs The Turn of the Screw would 
have xf it were an allegory. The allegory would be Freudian, 
and we should read the story and understand the ghosts 
as the neurotic sex fantasy of the repressed governess. Wil- 
son’s account of the tale, which appeared in the 1930’s, 
was a necessary correction to the older view that the ghosts 
were real diabolic agencies and that the governess, about 
whom there was nothing demented or sinister, was simply 
trying to protect the children from them. 
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Furthermore, it is astomshing how literally James uses 
the Freudian dream symbols. But a careful reading of the 
tale convinces us that the ghosts may really be there, mar- 
velously adapted to but finally independent of the govern- 
ess’s fantasies. There are things about them, such as the 
physical appearance of Peter Quint, which the governess 
could not know and could not project out of her uncon- 
scious. The universe of meanings is bigger than the govern- 
ess’s own disti aught mind, and the drama of the tale hes in 
her attempt to foresee and mteipret with her frantic con- 
sciousness eveiy thing that can happen to her. Of course, she 
cannot do this, and if there is a moial in the book, it is that 
the attempt to live in a totally cognized world, in which all 
ambiguities are rationalized and symbolized according to 
the bias of one’s own mind, is madness. However alert and 
imaginative it may be, the mind is narrow and obsessive 
compared with the infinite variety of experience. In the 
story James provides a tremendous dramatic irony by show- 
ing us leahty in a guise that seems only slightly to vary 
from the governess’s conception of it—but the variation is 
enough to suggest the abyss of difference. 

Since the story deals with ‘‘meaning,” with knowledge 
and its limits, with the symbohzing processes of the mind 
as it seeks to rationalize the world, it is symbolistic; and 
all the potentially allegorical elements are broken down into 
the subtler ambiguities of the poetic symbol. 

Still, The Turn of the Screw is eminently a novel, or at 
least a novella. And one’s final sense of it does not arise 
from its being a symbolistic poem or a drama of meaning. 
By the end of the tale the governess has emerged, not as a 
mere point of view for delving into psychological and meta- 
physical mysteries but as a human being whose pathos is 
that of everyone— namely, that she has in tenor, joy, and 
anxiety spun out in her mind a precious image of reality. 
She has constructed for herself a richly eventful inner world 
and she has staked everything on possessing and inhabiting 
this world. In her case, this is a momentary madness^and 
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yet the governess is not a lunatic or more than temporarily 
psychotic. The narrator of the first pages of the story, whom 
James calls Douglas and who strongly resembles Conrad’s 
Marlow, speaks glowingly of the governess as he had known 
her in later years. She was “awfully clever and nice/’ She 
was “the most agreeable woman Fve ever known in her posi- 
tion; she would have been worthy of any whatever/’ 

Her fantasied version of reality is only in degree different 
from the false but precious and jealously guarded version 
we all form in our minds. And m its desperate sensibility 
and intense cultivation it is particularly like the imagination 
of Henry James. This may account for the tremendous 
pathos of the final paragraph, where we are told that the 
immense fantasy which, mad and misguided as it is, has 
cost so much human effort and projected so much vicarious 
life, has been suddenly destroyed and there is nothing left 
for the governess but to stare “at the quiet day.” 
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Appendix II 

Romance, the Folk Imagination, 
and Myth Criticism 

In the preceding chapters there have been seveial occasions 
for refen ing to the folk mind or folk imagination, especially 
whenever the question of romance has come up. It is not a 
good idea to tiy to define too closely either the archetypes 
of the folk mind or the romance that sometimes embodies 
them. Neither, fortunately, is capable of being reduced to 
a single formula. The closest I have come to a formula is 
to speak repeatedly, though I think by no means exclusively, 
of a presumed archetypal symbolic drama of light and dark 
which has certainly been always widespread if not universal 
in folklore. The conflicts thus symbolized have been many; 
they may be suggested by such contraries as life and death, 
good and evil, male and female, angel and demon, God and 
Satan, summer and winter. This formula has the impreci- 
sion which is inevitable if it is to remain relevant to the 
mamfold uses of the folk imagination in the American 
romance-novels. That the light-dark archetype is relevant 
to the Amencan romance-novels I have tried to show not 
only by examining some of them but by following the lead 
of those critics, like D. H. Lawrence, Yvor Winters, and 
Leslie Fiedler, who have thought that certain forces and 
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institutions in American society have tended to confirm 
and sustain, and yet to modify in the life of the imagination, 
this archetype. I am only too painfully aware, in all this, of 
the necessity of sacrificing a semblance of specific clarity of 
definition in order that what I have had to say should lefer, 
illuminatingly as I hope, to many different facets of the 
novel~and to many different kinds of novel. 

In order to suggest what would be lost by a more limited 
formula, I now confront the objection to my procedure 
which, as I am well aware, will be brought against it by 
what have become known as the '*myth critics.” (I am not 
myself a “myth critic,” although I have been interested in 
myth, as in one way or another every student of literature 
must be, and although, my first book. Quest for Myth, was 
a historical study of the subject.) These critics, whose in- 
fluence has been considerable in the last fifteen years, will 
immediately and mistakenly equate romance with myth. In 
the critical practice of this school of thought, if not stnctly 
in theory, there is only one myth— namely, the death and 
rebirth of a god. This archetype is thought to constitute the 
essential action of tragedy especially, but also of comedy, 
elegy, and perhaps ultimately all valuable literary forms. It 
is thought, as one gathers, to be eternally recreated in man's 
unconscious, and also to be prescribed, in some unexplained 
manner, by the nature of literature itself— so that in various 
guises it is always cropping up in different writers and dif- 
ferent cultures, irrespective of context, time, or routes of 
transmission. The characteristic American form of the 
mythic archetype is thought to be the fall from innocence 
^nd the initiation into life— an action of the soul that entails 
a symbolic dying and rebirth. 

I think it has already been sufficiently shown in the 
preceding chapters that American literature does not often 
mirror forth this dramatic action. Instead it pictures human 
life in a context of unresolved contradictions— contradictions 
which, for better or for worse, are not absorbed, reconciled, 
pr transcended. 
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The myth critic gets from the rigidity and formal ab- 
stractness of his approach a very biased view of American 
literature. He seems to know only the "late” works of a 
given author, which are also, by comparison, the lesser and 
more eccentric woiks. He is interested in The Marble Faun 
but not The Scarlet Letter, Billy Budd but not Mohy-Dtck, 
The Golden Botul but not The Bostonians, The Old Man 
and the Sea but not A Farewell to Arms, The Bear but not 
The Sound and the Fury The special gains of this approach 
are outweighed by its apparent denigration of the greater 
and more chaiacteristic work of whatever author may be 
in question. Many readers have in recent years formed a 
distaste for works of literature which aie radically involved 
with the dilemmas of their time and their place and which 
draw too directly on the reality and the moral contradic- 
tions of human experience. As I pointed out in the Introduc- 
tion, romance as the American novelists have used it does 
not necessarily incapacitate the novel for a radical involve- 
ment with human dilemmas and may in fact enhance this 
involvement. On the other hand, an exclusive interest in 
myth, as defined by the myth critics, seems infallibly to 
lead to an exaggerated opinion of works which avoid this 
involvement and promise the immanence of grace, of final 
harmony and reconciliation, in a woild whose contiadic- 
tions It seems no longer possible to bear. 

A corollary tendency of the myth critic is that he always 
sees a novel from above. Accoiding to his theory the novel 
is merely one more of the several literary forms in which 
the mythic aichetype has manifested itself, more or less as 
God is said to embody Himself in the temporal order. Al- 
though there is some historical justification for this idea, in 
the sense that a novel of Scott or Fielding may be regarded 
as a descendant of medieval romance or ancient myth, gen- 
eralizations of this sort lead to little but themselves. They 
ignore the whole reality of time and place and the whole 
illuminating cultural context, which more than other liter- 
ary forms the novel reflects. I have been mindful of this in 
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saying that realism is the fundamental distinguishing qual- 
ity of the novel and m going on to speak of romance as 
something that in the novel arises from and modifies lealisra 
rather than of realism as something that in the novel lo- 
mance condescends to become. This procedure is not his- 
toiical in the most geneial sense. But it is m the limited and 
conciete sense, and that is the one that counts m oui appre- 
ciation and judgment of the novel. 
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Experience, James’s definition 
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of, 21, role of m romances, 
22 

Extremes, James on, 27-28 

Fancy, influence of on Haw- 
thorne, 81 

Farewell to Arms, A ( Heming- 
way), 144 

Fate, role of m llcTeague, 189 

Faulkner, William, as cele- 
brant of masculine life, 64, 
historical sense of, 220, im- 
agination of, 219, influence 
of Dostoevski on, 221, influ- 
ence of Freud on, 221, influ- 
ence of Greek tragedy on, 
221; influence of Hawtliornc 
on, 220, influence of Joyce’s 
Ulysses on, 221, influence of 
Maix on, 221, influence of 
Melville on, 220, influence of 
naturalistic novel on, 220; 
influence of Ode to a Gre- 
cian Urn on, 212, influence 
of Simms on, 17, 220, influ- 
ence of Twain on, 139, lan- 
guage of, 150; as master of 
novels 204; naturalistic 
view of, 213; as a novelist, 
205; as a novelist of manners, 
158; pastoral feeling m, 183- 
84; poetic humor of, 120; 
source of moral value in, 
159; surrealistic excesses in, 
207, sympathy of with Jason, 
231; and technique of nat- 
uralism, 204 

Faulkner's characters, tradi- 
tional view of, 231, lan- 
guage of, 230 

Feminine sensibility, Brown's 
knowledge of, 30 

Fiction, American, contradic- 
tions in, i-'ia 

Fiedler, Leshe A., on contra- 


dictions in Twain, 153, on 
s} nibolism in Pudd'nhead 
mhort , 154-55 
Fielding, Henry, as a novelist 
of manners, 158 
Fit'/gerald, F. Scott, achieve- 
ment of in The Great 
GaUhij, 167, as a novelist of 
manners, 158 

Folk imagination, origins of m 
Twain, 154, uses of m Amer- 
ican lomance-novols, 243-44 
Folklore, use of in Huckle- 
henij Finn, 153~54 
“Folklore of Populism,’* influ- 
ence of on Norris, 201-3, 
origins of, 201-2 
Force, Norris’s worship of, 198 
Freud, Dr Sigmund, influence 
of on Faulkner, 221, and 
structural system of The 
Sound and the Fury, 235 
Freudian psychology, in Light 
m August, 214 

Frontier humor, m Faulkner, 
236 

Frontier, nostalgia, m Faulk- 
ner, 236 

Frowenfeld, Joseph, fondness 
for the abstract, 170; as a 
heroic character, 1 69-70 j 
and marriage to Clothilde, 
173, and quest for reality, 
170 

Fusilier, Agncola, character of, 
172; death of, 173; gene- 
alogy of, 173-74, as master 
of rhetoric, 174 

Garden, James’s metaphor on, 
123-24 

Gatsby, Jay, death of, 165-66; 
disciplinary schedule of, 
16s, dream of, 165, as figure 
m social comedy, 166; as 
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. hero of romance, 166, and 
knowledge of society, 164- 
65, as a legendary hero, 162- 
64, 167; magnanimity of, 
166-67, pastoral ideals of, 
165; relation to fop of, 166 
Genshnger, character of, 194 
Georgia Scenes (Longstreet), 
236 

Glasgow, Ellen, femimne nar- 
cissism of, 161, as a novehst, 
1615 as a novehst of man- 
ners, 158, social conditions 
m, 159 

God m nature, Mississippi 
River as symbol of, 143 
Godwin, William, disciples of, 
15, influence of on Simms, 

17 

Gold, as a symbol, 202-3 
Golden Bowl, The (James), 
allegory in, 136-37 
Goodwood, Caspar, proposes 
mamage, 124 

Gone with the Wind (Mitch- 
ell), as a romance, 20 
Goshoots, tribe of, 146 
Gothic, Brown's use of, 36- 
37; meanings of, 37 
Gothic fiction, influence of on 
Brown, 30 

Governess, character of, 240- 
41 

Government, as problem in 
The Grandisstmes, 171 
Graham, Imogene, as a roman- 
tic figure, 189 

Great Gatsby, The (Fitzger- 
ald), achievement of, 167; 
compared with The Ameri- 
can 166-67, compared with 
The Grandissimes, 176, and 
concern with reality, 184; 
freshness of, 162; inspired 
list of names in, i66i ironies' 


in, 163-64; legend m, 162; 
manners of 1920s m, 162; 
moral standards m, 158, as 
a novel of manners, i6ofl., 
raw power m, 162, role of 
society m, 165, romance in, 
162, as a senous comedy, 
161; significance of, 162; 
special charm of, 162, Tril- 
hng on, 162 

Grandissime, Honore, as a leg- 
endary hero, 169-71, hberai 
outlook of, 170; and mar- 
riage to Aurore, 173 
Grandissime, Honors, half 
brother of hero, 173 
Grandissimes, The (Cable),, 
melodrama in, 161, as a 
novel of manners, i6ofE. 
Grandissimes, The (Cable),, 
characters of, 176; charm of, 
176, comic language of, 176; 
comic names m, 166, com- 
pared to The Great Gatsby, 
176, and concern with real- 
ity, 184; dialects m, 175, 
masquerade m, 169; melo- 
drama in, 161, 168, as a 
minor masterpiece, 167; 
moral action of, 170; as a 
novel of ideas, 168, as a 
novel of manners, 16064 as 
a novel of political analysis, 
168, pohtical ideas in, 169; 
qualities of, 174-77; and 
quest for reahty, 170; songs 
in, 1J5; structure of, 172; 
symbolism in, 171-72; 
uniqueness of, 168; use of 
melodrama m, 172 
Great Expectations ( Dickens ) , 
legend in, 163 

Great Tradition, The (Leavis), 
3-4; on James, 119 
Grove, Lena, character of, 210, 
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ail; as a symbol, 212-13; 
womanly qualities of, 212 

Guilt, as it haunts Quentin 
Comjpson, 223, as it haunts 
Stephen Daedalus, 223 

Hamlet, divine insanity of, 
167, soliloquy of, 140-41 

Hard-Heart, character of, 59, 
61 

Hawthorne, Nathaniel, con- 
tribution of to novel, 65, 
‘^doubleness^* of, 70-71; eval- 
uation of talent of, 87; his- 
torical sense of, 76, imagina- 
tion of, 71; mfluence of on 
Faulkner, 220, influence of 
on Melville, 95, language of, 
140; as master of novel, 204, 
as a novelist of manners, 
158; novelistic technique of, 
83; and plea for romance, 
187; as a pohtical observer, 
74; on romance, 18-19, skill 
•of, 4; tension m, 6; and tal- 
ent for psychology, 19 

Hazard of New Fortunes, A 
( Howells ), as a social novel, 
168 

Head, Herbert, character of, 
229 

Heart of Darkness (Conrad), 
compared with Light in Au- 
gust, 215 

Hemingway, Ernest, activist 
creed of, 208; as celebrant of 
masculine life, 64; charac- 
ters in, 160; clairvoyance of, 
142; influence of Twain on, 
139; on influence of Huck- 
leberry Fmn, 139; as master 
of language, 204; skill of, 4; 
social differences in, 159-60, 
source of moral values in, 

159 


Henry, Frederic, character of,« 
144 

Hero, legendary, Fitzgerald's 
treatment of, 167 

Heroes, French, and search for 
transcendence, 164 

"‘Highbrow" literature, 9-10 

Hightower, Rev., and aware- 
ness of time, 210; as center 
of intelligence, 211-3,2; 
character of, 215; compared 
with Quentin Compson, 215; 
and grasp of truth, 216, as 
an intellectual, 215, mysti- 
cal view of life of, 216 

Hofstadter, Richard, on the 
“agrarian myth," 201; on the 
folklore of popuhsm, 20 1; 
on Popuhst ideology in Nor- 
ris, 202 

Holhngsworth, character of, 
84 

Homer, 95 

House, James's metaphor on, 
123-24 

House of Fiction, The (Tate 
and Gordon), on Natural- 
ism, 185 

House of the Seven Gables, 
The (Hawthorne), com- 
pared with The Sound and 
the Fury, 220; as a novel of 
manners, 158; pictorial vir- 
tues of, 220; preface to, 18 

House with the Green Shutters, 
The, 4 

Hover, Paul, character of, 59 

Howe, Irving, on Light in Au- 
gust, 211 

Howells, William Dean, and 
cult of ineffable woman- 
hood, 179; failings of as a 
novelist, 177; on normality 
of human relation, 182-83; 
as a novelist of manners, 158; 
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^ realism in, 200; and sense 
of human evolvement, 182- 

83 

Human evolvement, Howells’ 
sense of, 182-83 
Human relation, Howells on 
normality of, 183 
Humor, American, contradic- 
tion m, 1 

Humor, frontier, m Faulkner, 
236 

Humor, Melville’s use of, 
102-4 

Huntly, Edgar (Brown), story 
of, 35-36; Gothic influence 
of, 36 

Imagination, American, de- 
scription of, 114 
Imagination, influence of on 
Melville, 81 

Imagination of romance, 
Twain’s view of, 148 
Indian Summer (Howells), 
feminine charac'ters m, 179 
Inez, character of, 59 
In Our Time (Hemingway), 
theme of initiation in, 144 
Initiation, theme of in Huckle- 
berry Finn, 144-45 
Intellectual analysis, Cable’s 
power of, 168 

Iromes, in The Great Gatsby, 

163-^4 

Isabel. See Archer, Isabel 
Ishmael, character of, 94; med- 
itations of, 103-4; pastoral 
ideals of, 165; rebirth of, 166 
Italian (Radcliffe), 32 
Ivanhoe (Scott), contrasted 
with Don Quixote, 147; as a 
romance, 16 

James, Henry, on allegory, 68; 


on Amencan romance-nov» 
els, 117, attitude of toward 
Isabel, 128; on character de- 
velopment, 22, on character 
of Zenobia, 83-84, on circuit 
of life, 27-28, and cult of 
ineffable womanhood, 179; 
definition of experience of, 
21, on elimination, 24, on 
the essence of romance, 25- 
28, exactness of, 118, on the 
fictive hero, 24, on Haw- 
thorne, 71, 219-20, on im- 
portance of novehst’s imag- 
ination, 135; on impression 
of veracity, 118, influence of 
on Faulkner, 224, language 
of, 140, 150, as master of 
novel, 204; melodramatic 
elements m, 135, on moral 
sigmficance of novel, 24, as 
a novelist of manners, 158, 
161; on passion for extreme^, 
27-28, as a poet-novehst, 
119; realism m, 200, on rep- 
resentation, 22; on The Scar-- 
let Letter^ 67-^; on setting, 
22-23; skill of, 4; source of 
moral values in, 159, tension 
m, 6; use of allegory by, 
136-37; use of Freudian 
dream-symbols by, 240; and 
use of romantic elements, 
119 

James, William, activist creed 
of, 208 

Jeffers, Robmson, irrationahsm 
of, 198 

Jessel, Miss, symbolic char- 
acter of, 239 

Johnson, Dr. Samuel, 150 

Joyce, James, influence of on 
The Sound and the Fury, 
223-24 
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Kafka, use of alleeory of, 68; 

grotesque comedy in, 206 
Keene, Dr. Charles, character 

of, 174 

Kelwyns, as a family, 178-79, 
social position of, 178 
Kipling, Rudyard, influence of 
on Norris, 198 
Kite, Mr,, character of, 178 
Kite, Mrs., character of, 178; 

provincialism of, 179 
Kurtz, as model for Joe Christ- 
mas, 215 

Last of the Mohicans, The 
(Cooper), use of myth in, 

55 

Lawrence, D. H., on Cooper, 
44-45, 515 on duplicity. 9, 

24; on essential American 
soul, 62; on Hawthorne, 71, 

75; on Leather- Stocking 
tales, 56; on The Octopus, 
203; on The Frairie, 62 
Leavis, F. R., quoted, 3-4; on 
Anglo-American tradition in 
novel, 3-4; on James as a 
poet-novelist, 119; on Fud- 
anhead Wilson, 151, 155; 
on Twain's complexity, 154 
Leavis, Mrs. Q. D., on Haw- 
thorne's myth, 75-76 
Leather-Stocking novels, 
chronology of, 52-53; use 
of myth in, 52-56 
Legend, as in The Great 
Gatshy, 162 

Legend, European, Gatsby as 
an archetype of, 162-64 
Lewis, R. W. B., on Billy 
Budd, 113-14 

Lewis, Sinclair, influence of 
Twain on, 139; as a novelist 
of manners, 158 
Life, wheat as symbol of, 195 
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Life on the Mississippi 
(Twain), on Scott, 146-47 
Light in August (Faulkner), 
art style of, 211; as a char- 
acteristically American novel, 

210, circle as a symbol m, 
216-17, contradictions in, 
219, Howe on splendor of, 

211, influence of Calvinism 
in, 214, role of space m, 
210, story of, 211-12, strands 
of narrative in, 212, symbol- 
ism in, 171, 216-18, use of 
painter's art m, 211 

“Literary" English, as in Huck- 
leberry Finn, 140-41 
Literary mind, American, and 
connection with life, 161 
“Little Sister Death," and 
Quentin Compson, 229 
Littlepage, Cornelius, charac- 
ter of, 48, 50, 51 
Local types, in The Vacation 
of the Kelwyns, 179 
Loftus, Mrs. Judith, and Huck- 
leberry Finn, 141 
London, Jack, irrationalism of, 
19S 

Lounsbury, Thomas, on 
Cooper, 44 

“Lowbrow” literature, 9-10 
Lowbrowism, fad of, 200 
Lubbock, Percy, on the art of 
the novel, 68-69, on drama, 
69, on the novel, 12 

Macapa, Maria, character of, 
191 

Macbeth, influence of on The 
Sound and the Fury, 234 
Mme. Delphine (Cable), mys- 
tification in, 169 
Maggie (Crane), as a docu- 
ment in American natural- 
ism, 188 
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.Mahon, Donald, character of, 

Q2Z 

Main Currents of American 
Thought (Pamngton), 37- 
38 

Malraux, on Sanctuary, 206 
Manners, Cable's power of 
presenting, 168, ideas of m 
America, 159, lack of m The 
Great Gatsby, 162 
Marble Faun, The ( Haw- 
tliorne), preface to, 18 
Mardt, basis of, 93 
Marquand, J. P., as a novelist 
of manners, 158 
Marquesas Islands, 93 
Marx, Karl, influence of on 
Faulkner, 221 

Masquerade, in The Grandis- 
Stines, 169 

Matenalism, of Bush family, 
61 

Matthews, Brander,on Cooper, 
44 

Matthiessen, F. O., on Billy 
Budd, 113 

Matunn, romances of, 16 
McCaslin, Ike, 61 
McTeague (Norris), animal 
imagery in, 190, appraisal 
of, i88ff.j circuit of Me in, 
19 ij dualism in, 202; hered- 
ity - environment - degenera - 
tion theme of, 188, natural- 
istic tendencies in, 186; 
poetry in, 192; reason for suc- 
cess of, 191-92, as a ro- 
mance, 187; social question 
in, 202; as a ‘‘sport,” 4} 
symbol of gold m, 202r-3; 
symbolism in, 192; and 
tendency towards abstrac- 
tion, 191 

Melodrama, and “Gothic,” 37? 
in The Grandissimes, 161; 


in Huckleberry Finn, 148- 
49, Pamngton on, 37-38, 
m The Spy, 14-15, uses of, 
39-41, m Wieland, 38-39 
Melville, Herman, as an artist, 
90, Arvin on, 100-1, on 
Calvinistic sense of sin, 201, 
as celebrant of masculine 
life, 64, characters m, 160; 
contrasted with Noms, 198; 
on creation of art, 95-96, 
culture of, 200, dilemma of, 
92-93; on Hawthorne, 89- 
90, and idea of Evil, 201, 
imagination of, 89-91, 112- 
13, 201; influence of on 
Faulkner, 220 j as an mteh 
iectual, 200, language of, 
140, 150, as master of novel, 
204, morahty of, 106-9, on 
the Nantucketers, 97-99; as 
a novelist of manners, 158; 
pastoral feeling in, 183; and 
plea for romance, 187; po- 
etic humor of, 120; and 
quest for truth, 90-91; 
source of moral values in, 
159; as a thinker, 90; and 
use of humor, 102-4; and 
use of native legends, 102; 
and use of Shakespeare, 224 
Memoirs of Carwtn, the Bikh 
qmst (Brown), 34 
Metaphor, use of in Fortratt 
of a Lady, 119-22; use of 
m The Prairie, 60 
Middle of the Journey, The 
(Trilling), Hawthorne's in- 
fluence on, 84 
Middlebrow hterature, lo 
Middlemarch (Eliot), poetry 
in, 118, tradition in, 4 
Middleton, character of, 59 
Mississippi Kiver, De Voto on, 
143; as a symbol, 143 
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JMizener, Axthut, on ironies of 
The Great Qatshy, 163-64 
Mohy^Dick ( Melville ) , changes 
in, 93-95; democratic ele- 
ments in, 101-2, divisions 
93-94; elimination in, 
24; as an epic, 17, loi; as 
an epic romance, looflF.; 
evolution of, 93-97; as an 
example of union of gemus, 
224; inconsistencies in, 94; 
language of, 94; meaning 
of, 112-13; moral action of, 
106-8, as a romance, 14; 
as a sea novel, 100; setting 
of, 23; simplicity of, 5-6; 
as a “sport, 4; Stewart on, 
93-94; symbolism in, 81; 
as a symbolist poem, 100 
Modern Instance, A (How- 
ells), social scene in, 160 
Morals, Cable's power of pre- 
senting, 168 

Moran of the Lady Letty 
(Norris), as a romance, 187 
Mosquitoes (Faulkner), 222 
Multiple point of view, in As 
I Lay Dying, 207 
Myth, Cooper's use of, 53- 
54, 55; definition of, 53; 
tlawthorne's use of, 75-76 
“Myth critics," 244; biased 
view of, 245 

Names, inspired list of in The 
Great Gatsby, 166, in The 
Grandissitnes, 166 
Nancanou, Aurore, as a hero- 
ine, 172-73; and marriage 
to Honors 173 
Nancanou, Clothilde, as a 
herome, 172-73, and mar- 
riage to Frowenfeld, 173 
Nantucketers, Melville on, 97- 
99 


Naturalism, definitions of, 185; 
m English novel, 2, m 
Faulkner s works, 236, Nor- 
ris's creed of, 197; Tate and 
Gordon's defimtion of, 186 

Naturalism, French, pessimis- 
tic view of, 186, and revolt 
against romanticism, 186- 
87, school of, 186 

Naturalistic novel, mfluence of 
on Faulkner, 220, philo- 
sophic determinism in, 199, 
promise of, 220 

Nature, Mississippi River as 
symbol of, 143 

New Criticism, The, evaluation 
of, 70 

New England, old, social con- 
ditions in, 159 

New Orleans, Cable's knowl- 
edge of, 169; social condi- 
tions in, 159 

New York, social conditions in, 

159 

Newman Christopher, charac- 
ter of, 144; as a legendary 
hero, 166-^7; magnanimity 
of, 166-67 

Nietzsche, influence of on 
Norris, 198 

Nihilism, romantic, in Ameri- 
can naturalistic novels, 203 

1920S, manners of in The Great 
Gatsby, 162 

Norris, Frank, contrasted with 
Melville, 198; degeneration 
of characters in, 198-99; 
and departure from realism, 
187; as an exponent of nat- 
uralism, 204; and folklore of 
Populism, 201-3; as a gram- 
marian, 203-4; as a human- 
ist, 198; imaginative pro- 
fundity of, 203; influence of 
Melville on, 201; influence 
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of Populism on, 202; and in- 
fluence of Zola, 186, irra- 
tionalism of, 198; as a low- 
brow, 200;naturalisdc creed 
of, 197, pessimism of, 203; 
Populist ideology of, 202; 
portrayal of social behavior 
of, 188-89; as a protofascist, 
198, on reahsm, 187, 200; 
on romance, 187; and earlier 
American romancers, 200, 
source of movement in, 191; 
and sympathy with Amen- 
can Populism, 201-3, de- 
vices or, 189-90, treatment 
of romance of, 199, and use 
of naturalism, 199, and wor- 
ship of Force, 198 
Nost^gia, frontier, m Faulk- 
ner, 236 

Notions of the Americans 
(Cooper), 14-15; on Ameri- 
can fiction, 46-47, on **pov- 
erty of matenals,” 50 
Novel, American, art-conscious- 
ness in, 4, disunity in, 6-7; 
exploring quality of, 4 
Novel, definition of, 12-13; 
moral significance of, 24, 
and poetry, 82 

N«vid(, Ulnglish, classic tragedy 
in, 2, as impenal enterprise, 
4; influence of Christianity 
in, 2; naturalism in, 2, quah- 
ties of, 2 

Novel of manners, affinity with 
dramatic high comedy, 158; 
as in Jane Austen, 158, clas- 
sic situation of, 169, ‘*com- 
mon sense" in, 158, defini- 
tion of, 157-58; European, 
159; moral standards m, 158 
Novels of manners, American, 
X59^o; and environment, 
1605 as a romance, 160 


Oasis^ The (McCarthy), Haw- 
thome^s mfiuence on, 83-84 
Octopus, The (Nonis), char- 
acters m, 193-96, compared 
with The Prairie, 203, plan 
of, 193» as a romance, 187, 
social question m, 202-3 
0 *Donneli, G. M., on Faulk- 
neFs imagination, 238-39; 
on Sanctuary as an allegory, 
^^37 

O’Hara, John, as a novehst of 
manners, 158 

Old Creole Days (Cable), 
mystification of, 169 
Osmond, Gilbert, character of, 
125-27, 130-34 
Other House, The (James), 
135-36 

Our Mutual Friend (Dickens), 
complexity of, 5 

Painter’s art, use of, 211 
Parody, use of, 145 
Farrington, on melodrama, 37- 

38 

Pastoral feeling, in American 
novels, 183-84 

Pearl, character of, 75, 78-79 
Fire Gofiot (Balzac), legend 
in, 163; Rastignac’s chal- 
lenge m, 164 
Pessimism, of Norris, 203 
Philosophe, Palmyre, nature of, 

173 

Fierre (Melville), ambiguities 
in, 92, as a novel of man- 
ners, 158; as a "sport,” 4 
Piety, mor^ question of, 62- 

63 

Pioneers, The (Cooper), use 
of myth in, 54 
Pip, role of in Moby-Dick, 
110; and Benjy Compson, 
225 
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Pieyel, character o£, 32-33 
Foettcs (Aristotle), 17 
Poetr}', elements of m novel, 
83, influence of on loruance, 
16-175 m McTeagve, 192, 
m Middicnmrah, 118, m 
Fortmit of a Lady, 118, in 
Pride and Pieptdtce, 118 
Point of view, Lubbock on, 69 
Political Justice (Godwin), 31 
Politics, as a melodramatic 
action, 39 

Populism, American, influence 
of on Nor ns, 201-3 
Poiiable Faulkner, The, 236 
Portrait of a Lady, The 
(James), elements of poetry 
m, 118; as a novel, 117; 
preface to, 2 iff,; use of 
allegory m, 138 
Poverty of materials. Cooper 
on, 50 

Prairie, The (Cooper), char- 
acters in, 58-60; contradic- 
tions m, 7; as an epic, 17, 
sense of mortality m, 57-58, 
setting of, 57, use of myth 
in, 55 

Precaution (Cooper), as a 
novel of manners, 14 
Presley, as center of intelli- 
gence, 195; epic of, 196, as a 
prototype, 197; search for 
romance of, 196, socialistic 
poem of, 196; as a sub-intel- 
lectual, 197 

Pride and Prejudice (Austen), 
moral standards in, 158, as 
a novel of manners, 157; 
poetry in, 118 

Princess Casamassima, The 
(James), politics in, 39; 
political issues in, 169; pref- 
ace to, 21, 163 
Priscilla, character of, 84 


Piynne, Hester, character of, ^ 
75 

Psychological romance, begin- 
nings of, iS, 19 
Piintamsm, influence of on 
The Scarlet Letter, 76-78, 
Mamcliaean quality of, 11; 
Winters on, 74-75 

Quaker idiom, Abab's use of, 

96-97 

Queequeg, character of, 94 
Quint, Peter, symbohe char- 
acter of, 239-40 

Raft, description of, 142 
Rahv, Philip, on French nat- 
uralists, 186, on requirements 
of novel, 235 , 

Rastignac, Eugene, 164 
Realism, as m novel, 246; m 
Faulkners works, 236; in 
Huckleberry Finn, 142; in- 
fluence of m America, 200; 
Norris*s description of, 187 
Red and the Black, The 
(Stendhal), legend in, 163; 
search for transcendence in, 
164 

Red Badge of Courage, The 
(Crane), as a '‘sport,” 4; 
theme of initiation in, 144 
Religion, conventional, false- 
ness of, 146 

Reminiscence, quality of in 
The Vacation of the KeU 
wyns, 177 

Representation, in Amencan 
romances, 22 

Responsibilities of the NooeU 
ist, The (Norns), on op- 
position to realism, 187 
Revelation, role of in The 
Sound and the Fury, 223- 
24 
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• Rights of Women ( Wollstone- 
craft), 3X 

Rite de passage, 144 

Roderick H uason ( J ames ) , 
preface to, 2iff , on “conti- 
nuity of things,” 117 

Romance, in American novel, 
2, character development 
in, 22, definition of, 13, 15- 
16, 17, as epic substitute, 

16, Ha'wthome on, 18-19, 
influence of poetry on, 16- 

17, James’s assimilation of, 
I25ff.; purpose of, 20-21, 
role of experience in, 22, 
streams of, 20-21 

Romance, American, main 
sources of, 65, representa- 
tion in, 22 

Romance of self, and Isabel 
Archer, 13 1-34 

Romantic Comedians ( Glas- 
gow), as a novel of man- 
ners, 160 

Romanticism, revolt of French 
naturalism against, 186-87 

Roughing It (Twain), and 
Gothic farce, 146 

Rourke, Constance, on Haw- 
thorne, 74, 76; on Melville’s 
humor, 102, 104 

Sanctuary (Faulkner), arche- 
types in, 239; compared 
with The Scarlet Letter, 
239, compared with The 
Turn of the Screw, 2371-41; 
fakery in, 206, Gothic tradi- 
tion of, 237; humor of, 206; 
naturalist tradition of, 237, 
qualities of, 206; as a social 
novel, 237 

"Sartoris,” as a good char- 
acter, 231 

Sartoris, (Faulkner), 222‘-23 


Satanstoe ( Cooper ) , charac- 
teis of, 48-49, harmony in, 
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264 



INDEX 


of, 149; on fiction wnting, Warburton, Lord, character 
147; on Gothic novehsts, of, 124 
146; influence of on Amer- Warren, Robert Penn, influ- 
ican novehsts, 139, language ence of Simms on, 17 
of, 139» Leavis on, 154; as West, Nathanael, grotesque 
master of novel, 204, pas- comedy in, 206 
toral feeling in, 183, poetic Whale, as a symbol, 80, 110; 
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English Prose Style 

SIR HERBERT READ 


The Manchester Guardian' ^Oiie specially welcomes a book 
like the present, which is an anthology and exposition m one. 
Mr Read has divided his book into two parts, in the first of 
which he deals with Composition or technique, the handhng 
of language, the mstrument; in the second, with Rhetoric, 
with the attitude of mind, the disposition, the personality 
which flows into a style and forms it. The plan could scarcely 
be bettered, and is wrought to a finish which is noble and 
satisfying ’ 

The Spectator' ‘A most valuable book ’ 

The Time^. 'Mr Herbert Read deserves the gratitude of 
readers and writers alike for his intellectual stocktaking. His 
own style has the vitality and personal quality needed to 
sustain interest, and also an engaging clarity which makes 
complex problems appear simple. . . . Apart from the 
estimable contribution this essay makes to the study of 
literature, the examples of styles good and bad, quoted by 
Mr. Read to illustrate his theses, place English Prose Style 
among the jolliest anthologies/ 

ARNOLD BENNETT {The Euenifig Standard) : 1 hereby solemnly 
assert that ninety-five per cent of book readers will enjoy 
their reading much more keenly after studying it than they 
did before. . . . Beyond doubt it is a book for writer^, 
but it IS also, and equally a book for readers/ 
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Webstefs 

NEW INTERNATIONAL 
DICTIONARY 


The modern Webster s New International Dictionary is 
Without doubt the most useful dictionary of the English 
language for all general purposes It is international in .the 
sense that it gives both British and American usages and 
spellmgs 

A dictionary m name, this ‘Webster’ is, in fact, an illustrated 
dictionary and encyclopaedia combmed, so efficiently epito- 
mismg every realm of knowledge that its average possessor 
needs no other general work of reference. Not only does it 
list the largest vocabulary ever pubhshed, with spellmg, 
pronunciation, etymology, meamng and use of each word, 
but m thousands of cases the definition is extended to convey 
valuable supplementary information such as normally has to 
be sought for in an encyclopaedia. These entries (which 
frequently assume the proportions of a short article) add 
incalculably to the value of the book and give it a utility and 
interest far beyond that ordinarily expected of a dictionary. 

Not only is it a complete general dictionary for home, 
school and office; but doctors, lawyers, architects, engineers, 
clergy and all other professional men and women will find it 
a most comprehensive dictionary of their special subjects 

^,550 P^g^s, 600,000 Vocabulary Entries Thousands of Illustrations 
Numerous Tables, Pronouncing Biographical Dictionary Pronouncing 
World Gazetteer, Synonyms and Antonyms. Pronunciation of every entry. 
Full Etymologies. Foreign Words and Phrases Colloquialisms. Two volumes, 
each 10 X tzi x z} inches. Beautifully bound m buckram m 1 or z volumes, 

£i3 iss.net 

No^ auailabie to the U.S.A. and its dependencies, Canada, Nea/foundtand, Australasia 



Webster’s 

DICTIONARY OF SYNONYMS 


This Dictionary of Synonyms is not yet so widely known 
as It deserves to be. It is a superb piece of work compiled with 
the same scrupulous and hvely scholarship as the New Inter-- 
national Dictionary, and an equally useful and fascinating tool 
for everyone who wishes to command clear, correct and 
expressive English It would be difficult to imagme a more 
complete or efficient guide to the precisely suitable word for 
a given purpose. 

The dictionary does much more than provide mere hsts of 
synonyms It gives full explanations of the exact distinctions 
between them, illustrated by quotations from standard authors. 

Opening the book at random we find the entry under 
FETISH. It forms an article of some 600 words discriminating 
between fetish, talisman, charm, flmwteandpenap^ with illustra- 
tions from a dozen authors as diverse as Rose Macaulay, 
Samuel Butler and Richard Jefferies. 

In addition to this very full treatment of synonyms, hsts of 
analogous words, antonyms and contrasted words are always 
given. 

Based on John Livmgstone Lowe’s masterly treatment of 
synonyms in Webster’s New International Dictionary, First 
Edition, the dictionary has been compiled after a fresh study 
of the whole background of English synonymy and the 
writing of first-class British and American authors of the last 
ao or 30 years 
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